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Somatic Awareness

Tantra and many yoga practices emphasize using the body

as a tool for self-actualization. This chapter describes

several interventions and exercises used to promote

somatic awareness and mind-body communication through

mindfulness and relaxation techniques. It is recommended

that patients be presented with a wide variety of options so

that they can determine which exercises are the best fit for

them. Patients are encouraged to practice these techniques

during clinical visits and at home.

Somatic awareness reflects the ability to notice subtle

changes within the body in response to both external and

internal climates. Greater somatic awareness can be

helpful or harmful depending on one’s attentional biases, or

orientation towards their physiologic sensations (Ginzburg

et al, 2015). When associated with catastrophizing

attributions of body sensations, somatic awareness

increases attentional focus on pain, pain perception,

anxiety, and body distress. However, when associated with

non-judgmental acceptance (i.e. mindfulness) of body

sensations, somatic awareness can attenuate the

experience of pain and enhance pain habituation, which

may be reduced or absent in the patients with chronic pain

(Defrin et al., 2015). The development of somatic

awareness in itself, therefore, is not as important in the
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treatment of psychosomatic conditions as is developing

flexible and mindful attention to the body’s sensations.

There are six major approaches to relaxation used by

health professionals: yoga stretching, breathing exercises,

progressive muscle relaxation, autogenic training, imagery,

and meditation. These methods are generally found to be

interchangeable and equally useful, prompting most

therapists to rely primarily on one or two preferred

relaxation techniques (Ghoncheh & Smith, 2004).

Clinicians providing Chakra-Organized ACT (COACT) may

integrate their own preferred methods; however, this

chapter will present mindfulness, muscle relaxation, yoga

postures, and breathing techniques. All of these

interventions help develop flexible attention to the body’s

sensations and generally promote relaxation through

activation of the parasympathetic nervous system, the

counterpart to the sympathetic nervous system or “fight-or-

flight” response. These skills also develop interoception

(awareness within the body) and proprioception (awareness

of the body in space). The Somatic Awareness Tracking

worksheet (see Appendix H) can be used to record when

one practices somatic awareness their observations of the

experience. Each skill can further be tailored to focus on

body areas associated with a particular chakra (see Table

7.1).

Table  7.1  Chakras and Body Areas

Root Sacral Solar

Plexus

Heart Throat Brow

lower

back, legs,

feet

genito-

pelvic area,

hips

abdomen,

middle

spine

chest, upper back,

shoulders, arms

mouth,

neck

head, eyes,

ears, nose

Cautionary Notes



It is important to gather a detailed medical history to avoid

recommending somatic interventions that may negatively

impact pre-existing medical conditions. Patients should be

informed of the potential risks and benefits of all exercises.

Regarding yoga postures particularly, the clinician should

be honest about their level of training (if any) and

competency using yoga stretches with therapy. Patients

may be referred to a trained yoga instructor if they are

interested in a more in-depth yoga practice. Joanna Spence,

author of Trauma-Informed Yoga: A Toolbox for Therapists

(2021), recommends searching for yoga classes with

“gentle” or “restorative” in the title, and classes that

emphasize breathing techniques.

Additionally, engaging with the body can be

uncomfortable or even triggering for those with prior

trauma experiences. It is important that clinicians provide

clear directions and expectations before beginning a

somatic exercise technique. Clinicians should use open and

invitational language, create a safe and welcoming space,

establish clear boundaries, normalize symptoms or

responses to movement that may arise for patients, and

avoid any physical touch without the patient’s clear consent

(Spence, 2021). Clinicians should also check-in with the

patient before, during, and after the somatic exercise.

Patients should not be pushed to engage in any somatic

exercise they do not feel comfortable with.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness may be the most widely used mind-body

intervention. Jon Kabat-Zinn, the creator of mindfulness-

based stress reduction (MBSR), led the empirical study of

mindfulness in psychotherapy science. He defined

mindfulness from its use in Western Buddhism as

intentional attention to the present moment without



judgment. Kabat-Zinn studied mindfulness as a practice

and therapeutic technique, and developed MBSR originally

for the treatment of chronic pain. MBSR is an empirically

supported treatment that primarily teaches three

mindfulness-based exercises: body scan, sitting meditation,

and gentle yoga. Mindfulness-based treatments improve

physical and psychological wellbeing through improved

attentional control, experiential acceptance, empathy,

stress reduction, and interoception (Hofmann et al., 2010).

Mindfulness is also associated with reductions in pain

intensity, and increases in pain threshold and tolerance

(Zeidan et al., 2011).

There are many ways to focus flexible attention through

mindfulness in order to develop somatic awareness and

engage the chakras. Attention may be directed towards

body sensations, sensory experiences, mental images,

words, and other internal or external material. The content

selected for concentration can facilitate engagement of a

particular chakra. The chosen concentration point acts like

a “home base” for the individual to focus and refocus their

attention when they notice their mind wandering or

objectivity being lost. Regardless of what focal point is

used, the functional process remains the same: holding

attention on a fixed point while practicing nonattachment.

As discussed in the previous chapter, a stance of

nonattachment involves observation, acceptance, and

defusion.

Mindfulness Exercises

1. Sitting Meditation: While sitting in a comfortable

position, bring your awareness into your body. Observe

what is going on both around you and within you. The

goal is to bring your presence completely into the

moment. Your mind and attention will naturally wander.

This is an opportunity to practice defusion and



acceptance techniques. Allow your thoughts to pass

through your mind, and gently bring your attention

back to the present.

2. Sensory Meditations: Mindful meditation often

encourages sensory awareness. Gradually focus

attention on each of your senses, or focus on one

sensory experience to engage a particular chakra

(Root-smell; Sacral-taste; Solar Plexus-sight; Heart-

touch; Throat-sound and vibration; Brow-light and

intuition).

3. Body Scan: Lie comfortably on your back with your

hands at your sides, palms up. Take deep, full breaths,

and track the path of your breath through your body.

Follow your inhale through your nose down into your

diaphragm and stomach, and then follow the exhale

back up. The goal of the body scan is to bring

awareness to sensations throughout the body.

Gradually begin with bringing awareness to your toes.

Wiggle your toes and pay attention to the sensations.

Take a breath and move your awareness to your feet

and ankles. As you move through your body, observe if

you experience any tightness or soreness. When you do,

take a breath, and practice releasing that attachment

with defusion, and acceptance. Next bring awareness

to your shins, knees, and thighs. Bring your attention

fully into each body part for at least one to two full

breaths. Hold your attention next on your pelvis, then

stomach. What can you notice? Move your attention

into your chest and heart. Can you hear or feel your

heartbeat? Next is your throat and mouth. What does

your breath feel like here? Finally notice each of your

senses, your face, and the top of your head. Take

several breaths and feel your entire body being

supported by the ground beneath you. When you are

ready, gently sit up and assess if you notice any

changes in how your body feels.



4. Mindful Physical Activity (Root): Mindfulness can be

practiced while walking, jogging, or otherwise

engaging the physical body. It is important to wear

comfortable clothes and shoes that will not be

restricting or distracting. While walking, bring your

awareness to each small movement. Notice how it feels

to put one foot forwards, place your heel on the ground,

and shift your weight to the toes as the other foot

comes forward. Bring awareness to how the ground

feels beneath your feet. Does the body feel strong and

flexible or do movements feel uncoordinated and

restricted? Is there any pain? How does the movement

relax, energize, or tire the body?

5. Mindful Play (Sacral): Practice mindful awareness

while engaging in an activity that is fun or pleasurable.

Notice how the body responds to this activity, as well as

any thoughts or feelings that show up. Do you notice

any tension or relaxation in the body? What emotions

are present?

6. Mindful Eating (Solar Plexus): Practicing mindfulness

while eating is a popular technique. It involves noticing

how it feels to bring the food to your mouth, taste and

chew the food, and then swallow and hold the food in

your stomach. Observe how your body responds to the

food, does it feel nourished and energized? Does the

body feel lethargic or slower after eating? Mindfulness

can be used to check-in with one’s hunger levels and

listen to the body’s cues regarding what foods to eat

and how much.

7. Mindful Breathing (Heart): Practice taking

diaphragmatic breaths and allow your awareness to

follow the entirety of the breath cycle. Follow your

breath through the nostrils, down through the throat

into the lungs, diaphragm, and lower belly. Then notice

the exhale in reverse.



8. Mindful Words (Throat): Practice mindful attention to

words, either your words or other’s words, and notice

how these words influence sensations in the body. How

does it feel in your body to say particular words or

phrases? Think of statements you often make, and

notice where the statement interacts with the body. Do

these words produce pain, pleasure, relaxation, or

other sensations? Bring mindful attention to the

sensation of speaking, and observe how it feels to move

your lips and tongue to produce sounds.

9. Mindful Music (Throat and Brow): Many people listen

to music during mindful meditation. Notice how your

body responds to the music. What sensations are

present? Bring your awareness to the process of

hearing, and what it feels like to listen closely to each

note. Does the body relax? Are there notes or rhythms

that produce tension?

10. Mindful Imagery (Brow): Mental imagery engages all

the senses to create an internal experience. Practice

bringing your full attention to a visualization or

imagery exercise. You might follow a guided recording

(many can be found online) or create your own

visualization.

Muscle Relaxation

People naturally respond to pain and distress by tensing

the body, which can exacerbate somatic symptoms. Each

individual holds stress differently in the body, but muscle

tension in the forehead, abdomen, neck, and shoulders are

especially common. This tension produces a posture that is

stiff and lacking in flexibility. If a person is habitually

stressed, this posture and attitude also becomes a habit.

Interventions that relax these muscles and loosen physical



tension help produce mental relaxation and pain relief

(Rama et al., 1976).

In yoga, systematic relaxation of the muscles is a tool for

producing a calmer mental state. Most muscle relaxation

interventions start with bringing one’s attention to their

toes or feet and slowly moving focus up through the body,

concentrating on each sequential muscle group to promote

a calm and relaxed state (Rama et al., 1976). Progressive

muscle relaxation was first introduced in Western medicine

by Edmund Jacobson in 1935 as a long procedure involving

the tensing and relaxing of sixteen muscle groups. In 1948,

Joseph Wolpe proposed abbreviated progressive muscle

relaxation to focus on several muscle groups

simultaneously, and many adaptations have been used since

then. In its essence, progressive muscle relaxation involves

training the body to voluntarily tense and then relax

individual muscles from head to feet while the mind focuses

on the contrasting sensations. Individuals may also focus

muscle relaxation on parts of the body where they notice

greater tension or somatic distress, or body areas

associated with a particular chakra. This technique

produces physiological and psychological relaxation by

decreasing the individual’s stress response, skeletal muscle

contractions, and sensations of pain (Field, 2009). There is

substantial empirical support for the use of progressive

muscle relaxation with diverse symptom presentation,

including anxiety, tension headaches, insomnia, chronic

pain, inflammatory arthritis, and irritable bowel syndrome

(McCallie et al., 2006). A cognitive-behavioral model offers

several hypothesized mechanisms of action for progressive

muscle relaxation, including tension relief (somatic and

cognitive arousal reduction), disengagement from

unnecessary goal-directed and analytic activity, and

maintaining focus on simple stimuli (Smith et al., 1996).



Yoga Postures

Yoga has been labeled “embodied mindfulness” or

“mindfulness in motion”, as yoga movement engages many

of the same mechanisms as mindfulness (Salmon et al.,

2009). Most Westernized yoga practices emphasize three

components: physical postures (asanas), breathing

techniques (pranayama), and meditation (dyana). Yoga

postures build a sense of agency and choice within body

movements, which helps one feel a sense of control and

rebuild trust with their body (Spence, 2021). Each posture

engages specific body parts for different purposes.

From a yoga perspective, one’s posture is both their

physical and mental stance for interacting with the world

(Rama et al., 1976). Physical form mirrors the mental state,

and altering the body’s posture can modify or enhance

mental and emotional activity. When there is tension in part

of the body, neighboring muscles often have to re-calibrate

and adjust in an attempt to maintain the body’s central

balance. As the individual’s physical and mental posture

contributes to the misuse and weakening of certain

muscles, it becomes more difficult to correct one’s posture.

Once aware of this misalignment, one has to slowly build

back muscle strength. Many people spend most of the day

in collapsed and slouched positions, often unconsciously,

while watching television, working on a computer, or

texting on their phones. These “culturally conditioned”

positions have been found to enhance recall for negative

and hopeless memories and reduce energy (Peper & Lin,

2012).

Benefits of Yoga Stretching

Through yoga, individuals learn to view themselves, their

body, and the world differently. Yoga produces positive

psychological benefits through increased self and body



awareness, which leads to re-evaluation of one’s self and

values, increased tolerance and acceptance of the self, and

engagement in other healthy activities (Anderzén-Carlsson

et al., 2014).

Yoga improves health partially through moderation of the

body’s stress response. Greater frequency of yoga practice

has been linked to better mental and physical health

outcomes, including increased positive attitudes, vitality,

relaxation, and anti-inflammatory hormones (Kiecolt-Glaser,

et al., 2010). In diverse chronic pain patients, yoga

interventions have produced improvements in quality of life

and self-efficacy of chronic pain management, as well as

reduced pain, pain interference in daily life, and physical

disability (Büssing et al., 2012; Chang et al., 2016). Yoga

interventions have also been used in populations with

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) to increase

awareness of fear-related sensations in the body and

counter avoidance symptoms (Emerson et al., 2009).

Medical yoga shows similar health benefits and is

intentionally designed for those with health conditions that

would make it difficult for them to participate in a typical

yoga class. The starting positions can be sitting, lying, or

standing, and movements are slower (Anderzén-Carlsson et

al., 2014).

Principles of Yoga Stretching

Yoga posture and body alignment should be flexible and

contextually guided by the moment. Everyone’s body is

different. The goal is not to force the body into the

“perfect” pose, which can cause pain and/or injury, but

rather to balance stability, strength, and flexibility (Gordon

et al., 2019). When the posture is fully controlled and

stable, one experiences a natural ease and relaxed comfort.

While practicing yoga poses, it is important to bring one’s

attention to the parts of the body engaged with the pose.



This “tuning-in” and introspection helps to uncover and

bring awareness to the sensations and feelings that may

arise with each pose (Rama et al., 1976). This

concentration also allows the individual to stay tuned-in

with their body so as not to over-stretch, and potentially

cause physical harm. If the posture is uncomfortable or

painful, adjust or stop the pose. Once settled into a pose,

individuals are encouraged to bring their attention to their

breath, concentrating on smooth and steady breathing, and

then bring their attention back to their body. While the

pose relaxes the body in stillness, the breath keeps the

body fluid and flexible (Rama et al., 1976). Some guiding

principles to keep in mind:

1. Move only in a range of motion that does not increase

pain.

2. Less is more. One can receive the benefits of yoga

stretches without forcing the body into a deeper or

more strenuous pose.

3. Go slow. Experiment with gentle movements and give

the body time to adjust. Life often pushes people to

pick up the pace and move quickly. Give yourself

permission to slow down.

4. Watch your breath. Your breath should remain flexible

and fluid. If you notice you are holding your breath or

struggling to maintain a smooth rhythm, relax the pose.

Posture Support/Modifications

Yoga poses can, and should, be modified as needed for each

individual. Most of the poses in this text can be done seated

or standing. Common modifications include using pillows or

folded blankets/towels for additional support. This extra

cushion can be placed under joints or parts of the body to

help promote ease of movement and comfort. Placing a



pillow under the knees during Savasana, for example, can

be helpful for those with back pain. Others may benefit

from sitting on a folded-up blanket to slightly elevate their

hips when sitting in a cross-legged posture. Yoga blocks,

chairs, and walls can also be used for propping up and

support, such as during bended poses. Straps are also

commonly used when an individual cannot reach the body

part they are extending towards (Gordon et al., 2019). Each

individual is urged to listen to their own body when

practicing any form of yoga or somatic exercise. Building

this somatic awareness, after all, is the primary purpose of

these exercises.

Yoga Postures for the Chakras

It is common for modern yoga practices to mention chakras

and use different poses to engage a particular chakra. The

techniques presented in this text are intentionally

beginner’s poses and simple exercises that can be taught

and practiced even by those with no prior yoga experience.

For each chakra, poses are presented in order from easiest

to most advanced. Individuals are also encouraged to speak

with local yoga instructors for more information and to

ensure health and safety while practicing. Clinicians and

patients should select poses according to the patient’s

chakra needs, while also being mindful of the patient’s

physical limits and medical comorbidities. Consultation

with a medical professional and yoga instructor is strongly

encouraged to rule out any contraindications for certain

poses. The goal is not to try every pose or rush through

several poses in a routine. Instead, clinicians should help

the patient identify a few poses that work well for them,

and encourage them to practice them with conscious

intention. For treating psychosomatic symptoms and within

the context of COACT, the goal of these yoga postures is to

help promote somatic awareness and mental and physical



relaxation. Practicing one to three poses regularly can help

a patient learn how to build awareness within their body

and chakra system. Each pose may be practiced or held for

several minutes as the patient focuses on their breath to

enhance body awareness.

Root Chakra: Grounding and Balancing

1. Mountain: Stand or sit upright with your feet hip-width

apart. If standing, gently bend the knees to prevent

locking. Ground through your feet by sinking your

weight downward, pushing your energy towards the

earth. Pull your shoulder blades slightly back, opening

the chest. Keeping your gaze straight ahead, arms at

your sides with palms facing forward and hands

engaged with fingers pointed down. Breathe.

2. Tree: Stand with your feet parallel and touching so that

your knees also meet. On an exhale, shift your weight

onto your right foot, while bending your right knee

slightly. Keep your spine straight and look forward

while you gently lift your left foot off the ground. You

can rest your toes on the ground and prop your foot up

against your ankle. The bottom of your left foot is flat

against the side of your right leg, toes are used for

balance. For more of a challenge, you can slide your

foot a little higher, flat against the left side of your right

shin, toes pointed down. Do not place your foot against

or above the knee, but just below. Hold for a few

breaths. Then exhale, and return your foot to the floor.

Repeat on the other side. If seated, sit with your back

straight and gently lift one foot at a time.

3. Cow: Start on your hands and knees in a table-top

position, your back parallel to the floor. Keep knees

directly below hips and align wrists, elbows, and

shoulders perpendicular with the floor. Look towards



the floor in a neutral position. Inhale and lift your chest

and buttocks towards the ceiling so that your stomach

moves towards the floor. Lift your head to look straight

ahead. On an exhale, return to table position. To do this

pose seated, inhale and bring your hands behind your

back and intertwine your fingers, palms together.

Exhale. Inhale again, and lift your arms gently, pulling

the shoulder blades towards the spine. Gently tilt the

head back and raise your gaze as you open the chest.

Exhale, and release hands to neutral.

4. Cat: From cow pose or table position, exhale and tilt

the pelvis back as you round the spine and drop your

head. You can move between cat and cow pose,

inhaling into cow, and exhaling into cat. For a seated

variation, inhale and intertwine your fingers in front of

you, palms together. On the exhale, rotate the wrists

and push palms outward, rounding the spine and

tucking the chin towards the chest.

5. Head-to-Knee: Start in a sitting position on the floor

with your legs extended straight out in front. Bend your

right knee, sliding your right foot into your pelvis area.

Your shin stays horizontal with the floor, and your knee

will move to the side. Inhale, lengthen the spine

upward. Imagine there is a string attached to the top of

your head pulling you up Exhale, bend your torso

towards your extended left leg, reaching your arms out

to your left foot. Only stretch as far as is comfortable.

Hold for a few breaths and complete the pose on the

other side.

6. Knee-to-Chest: Lie on your back with legs extended and

arms at your side. Inhale. On the exhale, bend your

knees and place your hands under your knees, drawing

them gently towards your chest. Inhale while re-

extending arms and legs to starting position. From a

sitting position, bend forward on the exhale, and wrap

your arms around your knees.



7. Downward Facing Dog: From a table position, curl your

toes and press down through your hands as you lift

your knees and hips up. Your spine should remain

neutral. Bend the knees if your spine begins to round or

shoulders move over wrists. Widen the space between

your hands if the neck is uncomfortable. Hold for a few

breaths.

Sacral Chakra: Opening Hips and Pelvis

1. Hip Circles: In a standing upright position, bend your

knees slightly and gently rotate your pelvis in a circle,

starting small and then gradually working towards

larger circles. This movement is similar to using a hula-

hoop. Your head and shoulders should remain upright

and facing forward.

2. Pelvic Rock: Lie on your back with your knees bent in

front of you. Slowly rock your pelvis up and down with

each inhale and exhale. After each exhale, lift your

pelvis slightly off the ground, extending the arch of

your back towards the floor. You can also practice

tilting the pelvis from a seated position.

3. Forward Bend: Stand upright with your feet parallel

and big toes touching. Exhale, and bend forward from

your hips, not your waist. Extend your arms in front of

you and reach for your toes. Keep knees straight but

not locked. Cross your arms so that each hand is

holding the opposite elbow. If you are able, you can

grab your ankles or the floor. See if you can deepen the

pose on each exhale. Hold for a few breaths, and then

come up slowly, one vertebra at a time. From a seated

position, lengthen the spine on an inhale. Exhale, and

fold forward at the hips, keeping the spine long. Reach

your fingers towards the floor and hold for a few

breaths, then sit up slowly.



4. Half Sun Salutation: From mountain pose, sweep the

arms up and over your head. Elongate the spine. Exhale

and sweep the arms back down into forward bend.

Inhale, and only come up half-way, keeping the back

straight. If standing, the back will be parallel to the

floor. You can rest your hands on your legs as you lift

the chest and look forward. Exhale back down. You can

do several more half-ups, or return to neutral on the

next inhale.

5. Butterfly or Bound Angle: From a seated position on the

floor, exhale and bring both feet into your pelvis area,

pressing the bottoms of your feet together. Let your

knees fall on either side. Inhale and lengthen your

spine, pulling shoulder blades back. You may fold

forward on an exhale, bending at the hip and keeping

your spine long, or stay neutral.

6. Open Angle: Sit on the floor in an upright position with

your legs extended in front of you. Gently slide your

legs to either side so that they form roughly a 90-

degree angle. Rotate each leg out so that your knees

point up. Stretch through your heels, and walk your

hands forward through the middle of your legs. Bend

from your hips and reach forward, extending your

stretch on each exhale. Hold for a few breaths. From a

seated position, open your knees to form the 90-degree

angle, and bend through the hip, bringing your torso

through the knees on the exhale.

7. Goddess Pose: Stand upright with your feet a little

wider than shoulder-width apart. Angle your feet

outward and gently bend your knees so that they bend

above but not past the ankles. On an exhale, bend into

a squat position that feels comfortable. Lift and extend

your arms out to form a T-shape with your torso. Then

bend your elbows and raise your forearms so that your

arms resemble a field-goal shape. To engage these

pelvis muscles while lying down, you can lie on your



back with your knees bent. Then gently allow your

knees to fall to either side, stretching your inner thighs.

Solar Plexus Chakra: Core Strengthening and

Stretching

1. Seated Twist: Inhale and move your right arm behind

your torso, bringing your right hand either to the chair

behind or your right buttock. Place your left hand on

your right thigh and lengthen the spine. Exhale, and

gently twist your torso to the right. Twist your lower

spine first, and then through your shoulders and head.

Breathe. Deepen the twist on the exhales if you feel

comfortable. Your arms are just for support. Do not pull

through the twist with your arms, but engage your

core. Inhale and come back to neutral. Repeat on the

other side. This pose can also be done on the floor.

2. Elbow-to-Knee Twist: From a seated position. Bring

your palms together in front, and bend your elbows so

that your forearms are parallel to the floor. Breathe. On

an inhale, bring your right elbow to your left knee. Your

right forearm is now perpendicular to the floor. Exhale.

Inhale, and return to center. Then bring the left elbow

to the right knee.

3. Seated Side Angle: Inhale and lengthen the spine and

reach both arms above your head. Exhale, and bring

your right hand down the floor or seat bottom next to

you and enter a side bend to the right. Keep your

shoulder square and spine straight. Look up to your left

arm and exhale. Inhale and return to center. Take a few

breaths. On another inhale, sweep arms above again

and this time bring the left arm down. Lean into a left

side bend, and look up to the right arm. Exhale and

return to center.



4. Revolved Abdomen: Lie on your back and gently bring

your knees into your chest. Extend your arms on either

side to form T-shape with your torso, palms facing up.

Exhale, and send your knees to the right, keeping your

back flat against the floor. Stretch through your left

arm and twist your torso to the left, the opposite

direction as the knees. Keep the lower back stable by

drawing spine inward, you can place a folded blanket

there for support if needed. Hold for a few breaths and

then gently come back to neutral and repeat on the

other side.

5. Boat: Sit in an upright position on the floor with your

knees bent in front of you and feet flat on the floor.

Place your hands on the floor just behind your hips,

with your fingers stretched towards your feet. For

support, you can begin by holding the backs of your

legs instead. Lean back slightly, but keep spine and

shoulders straight and engaged. On an exhale, bend the

knees and lift your feet off the floor so that your thighs

are approximately 45 degrees from the floor. Shoulder

blades are pulled into the spine and core is engaged.

Spine remains long and neutral. Extend your legs if

able, and reach your arms forward, parallel with the

floor. Hold for a few breaths. You can lift one foot at a

time if more support is needed, or raise just shins to be

parallel with the floor. This pose can be modified for a

chair exercise by lifting the legs with knees bent.

6. Bow: Lie on your stomach on the floor with your hands

relaxed at your sides. Bend your knees so that your feet

rise towards your buttocks. On an inhale, arch your

back and lift your neck and chest slightly. Pull your

shoulders back, and reach for your ankles if flexible

enough. Hold for a few breaths. For a chair exercise, sit

at the end of your chair, and reach your arms to grab

the back of the chair near your bottom.



7. Bird Dog: Start in table position, hands and knees on

the floor, with your back straight like a table and

parallel to the ground. Extend your right arm forward,

parallel to the floor. Exhale and extend your left leg

straight back. If it feels comfortable, lift your left leg

slightly up from the floor. Pelvis and back remain

parallel to the floor. As you come out of this pose, first

lower your foot, then bend your knee back into table

position, and lastly bring your hand back to the floor.

Repeat on the other side.

Heart Chakra: Chest Openers

1. Arm Movements:

a. Arm Circles: Stretch your arms out to either side so

they are perpendicular with the ground. Rotate

your arms in small circles, gradually increasing the

size of the circles. Switch directions and repeat.

b. Vertical Arm Raises: Inhale, and raise your arms up

in front of you and above your head. Exhale, and

lower.

c. Horizontal Arm Raises: Extend your arms

horizontally to make a T-shape with your torso.

Inhale, and bend the elbows to bring your fingertips

together in front of your chest. Exhale, and extend

back to T-shape.

d. Serving Arms: Hold your arms out in front of you,

extended, and with palms up. Exhale, and send

your arms to either side, keeping your arms

straight and parallel to the floor. Opening the chest

and bringing the shoulder blades back.

2. Crossed Hug: Cross your arms in front of you so that

each hand is holding the opposite elbow. Slowly move

your hands up your arms towards your shoulders if you

can. Squeeze your arms. Notice how it feels to hug



yourself. Gently release and cross arms the opposite

way.

3. Half Wheel: Stand or sit upright and place hands on

your lower back. Your palms against your back, and

fingertips pointed down. Gently bend backwards as

much as is comfortable, and allow your neck to lift

naturally, chin towards the ceiling.

4. Bridge: Lie on your back with your knees bent and

arms at your sides. Slowly lift your hips off the ground,

raising your chest and broadening your shoulders. Hold

for a few breaths if able. You can also raise your arms

up and over your head synchronized with breath.

5. Cobra: Lie with your stomach on the floor. Bring your

arms under your body, palms on the floor and elbows

bent so that upper arms are parallel with torso. Inhale,

and gently lift your head and spine, elbows still bent.

Hold for a breath and gently come back down.

6. Upward Facing Dog: Lay with your belly against the

floor and palms underneath your shoulders. Tops of the

feet are resting against the floor. On an inhale, lift the

torso up and off the ground as you straighten your

arms. On an exhale, lower back down. For a chair

exercise, grip the seat of your chair on either side of

your thighs and gently lean back at the hips. Do not

strain your arms, but use them only for balancing

support.

Throat Chakra: Neck Stretches

1. Neck Stretches: Sit or stand upright with your feet flat

against the floor and your chest lifted. Coordinate

movements with breath and stop where there is

resistance.

a. Drop chin to chest. Inhale, move chin toward one

shoulder. Exhale, chin back to center.



b. Chin up, parallel to the floor. Inhale and rotate to

the side. Exhale, return center.

c. Left ear to left shoulder and return center. Same on

the right side.

d. Neck rolls: lift your head up from your shoulders

and slowly roll in a counterclockwise or clockwise

motion. Only stretch as much as is comfortable, and

then move your head in the opposite direction. If

you feel tightness, stop and let it relax.

2. Chin Tucking: Start in a sitting or standing position.

Notice any tension in your neck. Tuck chin down and

pull head up and back, as if making a double chin. Keep

your eyes looking forward. This pose counters head

protruding forward and rounded shoulders, like the

posture many have while working at computers

(Spence, 2021).

3. Fish: Lie with your back on the floor and knees bent.

Inhale, lift your pelvis slightly so you can place your

hands below your buttocks. Rest your buttocks on the

backs of your hands, and hold your forearms and

elbows near your torso. Inhale, press your arms into

the floor and bring your shoulders together to lift your

torso and head off the floor. Let your head fall back to

reach the floor, throat to the ceiling. Breathe.

Brow Chakra: Deep Relaxation

1. Savasana (Corpse Pose): Lie on your back on the floor,

with legs down in a relaxed position. Your legs should

be about shoulder-width apart, and arms at your sides

with palms facing up. This pose should feel natural and

comfortable. Close your eyes and practice slow, deep

breaths as you relax into the pose. This pose is

traditionally used for a meditation at the end of a yoga

class.



2. Easy Pose (Sitting Crossed-Legged): Cross your legs at

your shins, so that each foot is underneath the opposite

knee. Bring your legs in towards your body and relax

your feet, with their outer side against the floor. Lay

your hands palms up in your lap or palms down on your

knees. Sit as long as is comfortable. If you practice this

pose regularly, alternate the cross of your legs on

different days.

3. Child: Start from a kneeling position, with the tops of

your feet flat against the floor. Sit on your heels with

your big toes touching. Stretch your knees apart to hip-

width. On an exhale, bend forward so that your torso

comes down between your thighs. Try to bring your

chest to your knees, and rest your forehead on the

ground if able. Extend your arms and hands against the

floor, stretching in front of you, palms on the floor.

Arms can alternatively be beside the torso with fingers

pointing behind you. A block or folded blankets can be

placed under the hips, and between the shins to ease

tension on the knees. If uncomfortable, you can widen

the knees and bring the toes together to lengthen the

spine. You do not need to be sitting on your heels. Hold

and rest as is comfortable. If you cannot do this version

of the pose, try laying on your back and bringing your

knees to your chest.

4. Pigeon: Start in a table pose. On an exhale, move the

right knee forward and to the right, behind your right

wrist. Angle your shin so that your right foot is in front

of your left knee. Rest the right shin and foot on the

mat, and extend your left leg straight back. Left knee,

thigh, and shin are resting on the mat. Spine is upright

and engaged, hips are square. Elongate on inhale, bend

forward at the hips on an exhale. Breathe. Release pose

by extending arms and placing palms against the floor.

Push the torso up on an inhale and return to table

position. Repeat on the other side.



Breath

The cycle of breath is primal and fundamental to all aspects

of life. Breath also connects individuals with their larger

ecological context through the exchange of oxygen and

carbon dioxide (Rama et al., 1976). Conversely, when

breath is stifled or constricted, so too is the flow of one’s

interaction with their environment. The breath cycle is

therefore key in all meditative practices. Focusing on

breath helps cleanse the mind and body, and promotes

sensory control and calm concentration.

Similar to posture, one’s rate and rhythm of breathing

signals the state of their mental experience. Breath is not

under the exclusive control of either the mind or the body,

but rather, can be regulated by both autonomic and

conscious control. Psychological states further modify

breathing patterns, and breathing habits impact mental

activity in return. Due to this relationship, breath can be

used as somewhat of a “barometer for levels of stress and

fatigue” (Gordon et al., 2019, p. 27). During a calm state,

breathing is relaxed and steady, while various emotional

states produce distinct variations. While breathing patterns

vary with each individual, people generally tend to hold

their breath, speak as they inhale, or hyperventilate when

experiencing anxiety, while they sigh and speak at the end

of the exhale with depression (Bakal, 1999). This “breath

language” is akin to body language, and communicates

one’s experience within their environment (Rama et al.,

1976). It is often difficult and unproductive to seek control

over thoughts and feelings, but control of breath allows for

regulation of these mental activities. From an ACT

perspective, the goal of breathing techniques is to allow the

breath to be fluid and flexible, rather than controlled.

Rather than forcing a deeper breath, aim for an effortless

breath that follows the body’s natural rhythm.



Deep and slow-paced breathing helps regulate

sympathetic nervous system arousal (e.g. heart rate,

breathing rate, blood pressure, temperature) and

modulates pain perception (Chen et al., 2017). Additionally,

breathing techniques are easy to learn, require limited

cognitive processing, and have essentially no risks or

negative side effects.

Diaphragmatic Breathing/Complete Breath

Diaphragmatic breathing uses the contracting of the

diaphragm muscle to push air downward through the body,

producing a relaxing and stabilizing effect on the

autonomic nervous system. During a normal breath, the

chest moves up and down, while the abdomen moves out

and in. These movements are controlled by diaphragm and

the external intercostal (rib cage) muscles underneath the

ribs. To learn whether you are a chest or belly breather,

place one hand on your chest and another on your stomach.

Chest breathers will notice their chest and shoulders rise

when they inhale, while their stomach either does not move

or goes inward. Belly breathers will alternatively notice

that their chest and shoulders will hardly move on an

inhale, but their stomach will extend outward, and then

inward on an exhale. Chest breathing is designed to be

used as a back-up for the diaphragm; a supplementary

emergency mechanism that increases the amount of oxygen

ingested into the body to gather additional energy for

fighting off a threat. As chest breathing is meant for self-

preservation or escaping danger, this form of breathing

tends to elicit related emotions, such as fear or anxiety.

This type of breathing actually triggers a stress alarm,

while learning to initiate diaphragmatic breathing can

often help restore balance and a natural rhythm (Bakal,

1999).



Natural movement of the diaphragm with breath

facilitates a free and coordinated exchange of energy

between the primal energy of the lower chakras and the

more inspired energy of the higher chakras (Rama et al.,

1976). The breath moves down into the lower belly on the

inhale, and then rises through the rib cage, lungs, chest,

throat, and nostrils on the exhale, engaging each of the

chakras. The breath should feel relaxed and effortless. If

someone has developed a habit of chest breathing, this may

initially feel awkward and take practice to develop a

natural rhythm.

Diaphragmatic breathing is referred to in yoga as a

“complete breath”, and is done through only the nostrils

rather than the mouth (Ajaya, 1976). A popular variation is

“square breathing,” often used as a behavioral health

intervention. During a “square breath”, the individual

inhales, holds breath, exhales, and pauses for four seconds

each (Rama et al., 1976). Others inhale and exhale for four

seconds each, and take only a one-second pause to hold

breath and between breaths. To further promote present

moment attention, practice thinking “here” on each inhale,

and “now” on each exhale.

Other Breathing Techniques

In Hatha yoga, breath control (pranayama) is used to

stabilize breathing and produce relaxation. Pranayamic

breath control involves three key processes: 1) extending

exhale (approximately twice as long as inhale) to slow down

the breath; 2) breathing through the diaphragm; and 3)

adding resistance to each breath, such as alternating

between nostrils (Chandra, 1994). Breathing exercises may

be especially useful for balancing the heart chakra, as

these techniques engage the chest and respiratory system,

and grounding through the root chakra. Breathing

techniques that engage different parts of the body (e.g.



stomach, throat, nose) facilitate healing in the associated

chakras.

1. Victory or Ocean Breath: With the mouth closed,

practice slow, deep breaths through the nostrils. Then

play with constricting your throat so that your exhale

breaths produce a slight snoring or rushing sound, like

ocean waves. Breath through your diaphragm. This

technique may be especially beneficial for balancing

the sacral and throat chakras.

2. Bellows Breath: Take rapid, diaphragmatic, forceful

breaths at a pace of about 20–30 breaths per minute,

combined with contraction of stomach muscles. This is

done through inhaling and exhaling rapidly through the

nose, while the mouth is kept closed. Inhales and

exhales are the same short length. Alternate taking a

few bellows breaths with normal breathing. One

variation is the Breath of Fire, which emphasizes only

the exhale. With this technique, the individual uses

their stomach muscles to push the air from their lungs.

These techniques engage the solar plexus chakra.

3. Sighing Breath: Breathe through your diaphragm, and

on the exhale make an audible sigh. You can add arm

movements, up on the inhale and down on the exhale to

engage more of the body and the heart chakra.

4. Lion’s Breath: Hold your hands up like paws and spread

your fingers wide or place hands on your thighs. As you

exhale, look up and make a breathy “ha” sound while

sticking your tongue out. This technique promotes

throat chakra energy.

5. Bumblebee Breath: Take a slow inhale, and then on the

exhale close your lips tightly and make a gentle

humming noise. You can also use your index fingers to

gently close your ears. You can feel the vibrations on

your lips. You can experiment with different humming

noises and notice what sound may be most calming or



energizing for you. This breath most engages the throat

or brow chakras.

6. Alternate Nostril Breathing: Place a hand in front of

your face, palm facing towards you, so that your index

and middle fingers are between your eyebrows. Place

your ring and little finger against one nostril, and your

thumb on the other. Using your fingers to close one

nostril at a time, take several breaths through only one

nostril. Then close that nostril, open the other one, and

take several breaths through only that nostril. A

variation of this technique is to breathe in through one

nostril and then out for the other. For example, breathe

in through the left while holding your right nostril

closed. Then close the left nostril, open the right, and

exhale through the right. This technique may be most

helpful for balancing the brow chakra.
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