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Somatic Stress Mapping Exercise

Establishing a somatic baseline, identifying stress reactions, and anchoring resilience in the body.

Understanding Your Baseline

In moments of high-stakes crisis and rapid change, a leader's cognitive 'Lens' is heavily influenced by their
physiological state. Under pressure, the body naturally initiates a stress response—releasing cortisol, increasing
heart rate, and causing physical tension. When this occurs, our perspective narrows, our decisions become reactive,
and we are far more susceptible to defensive behaviors and cognitive biases. Somatic awareness is the discipline of
recognizing these physical cues before they dictate your behavior. By establishing a clear somatic baseline in a
relaxed state and comparing it directly to physical sensations recalled during stress and positive performance, you
learn to identify your unique stress indicators. This self-awareness allows you to notice when your emotional ‘Lens' is
becoming clouded, enabling you to consciously de-escalate, re-center, and make objective, aligned decisions.

Step 1: Quiet Preparation & Box Breathing

Begin by selecting a quiet, comfortable space where you feel completely safe and are unlikely to be disturbed for the
next ten to fifteen minutes. Sit comfortably with your spine erect, feet flat on the floor, and your hands resting gently
on your knees. Softly close your eyes and bring your full awareness to your breath.

The Box Breathing Technique (4-4-4-4 Cycle)

To ground your nervous system and focus your mind, engage in three or more cycles of box breathing:
« Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose for 4 seconds, expanding your belly.

* Hold your breath gently for 4 seconds without tensing your throat.

« Exhale smoothly and completely through your mouth for 4 seconds.

« Hold your breath out (empty state) for 4 seconds before the next breath.

Breathing slowly and deeply slows your heart rate, lowers your blood pressure, and focuses your mind. Repeat this
pattern at least three times, or until you feel fully settled and present in the moment.

Step 2: The Baseline Body Scan

Once you are present with your breath, return to breathing normally. Scan your physical body systematically from
your head down to your feet. As you focus on each region, do not judge what you feel; simply observe and note the
physical sensations as a baseline. Note tension, pressure, moisture, and temperature.

1. Head & Face 2. Neck & Shoulders 3. Torso, Core & Limbs

Scan the top/back of your head. Note Observe your upper, mid, and lower Scan down through your back, chest,
your temples, forehead, and jaw—is it neck, and the muscles connecting to belly, and hips. Feel your arms down to
clenched? Feel your face, lips, and your shoulders. Notice any tension, your hands. Continue down your
tongue. Observe any stress, tension, or temperature changes, or the physical thighs, knees, calves, ankles, and feet.
muscle tightness. feeling of clothing on your skin. Note pressure, pulse, and moisture.
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Step 3: Stress Somatic Mapping

Now that you have established your present, relaxed baseline, recall a past stressful experience. Do not select a
deep trauma; instead, pick an event that pushed your limits, made you feel uncomfortable, or caused professional
friction. (For example, first responders often recall driving with emergency lights and sirens for the first time; others
might recall their first time behind the wheel, learning a complex new skill, or realizing a major project was failing
and having to inform a supervisor).

Recall this event in vivid detail. Visualize the exact setting—were you indoors or outdoors? In an office or a vehicle?
Who was there, and what did they say or do? What did you say? What were you feeling? Walk through the timeline in
your mind, actively reliving that exact moment.

Once you are solidly immersed in that memory, pause and scan your body again. What feels different from your
baseline? Are your palms or armpits sweating? Is your heart rate climbing? Do you feel a knot or tension in your
stomach? Are your jaw and shoulders clenching? Do your arms or legs feel a sudden urge to act? Carefully observe
and note where your body stores the somatic markers of stress.

Step 4 & 5: Re-Centering & Positive Anchoring

Step 4 (Neutralize): Gently close the stressful memory and let it fade completely. Bring your awareness back to the
present room. Take at least three slow, deep box breaths (4 seconds on each side of the box) to reset your nervous
system, calm your pulse, and return to your relaxed, grounded baseline.

Step 5 (Anchor): Now, pull up a memory of a highly positive, successful experience—one that has a specific moment
of achievement, focus, or calm confidence that stands out. Visualize the setting, the weather, the people, and the
dialogue in precise detail. Let yourself relive that success. As you immerse yourself in this memory, scan your body
again. Notice what success feels like physically. Do you feel a lightness in your chest, a relaxation in your shoulders,
or a warm sensation of stability? Anchor this feeling in your awareness so you can recall it during future high-
stakes situations.

Step 6 (Return): When you are ready, close the positive memory, take three slow box breaths, and return your full
attention to your physical surroundings. Open your eyes, stretch your fingers and toes, and prepare to record your
observations.

Somatic Stress Mapping Journal

My Stress Indicators (Where did you feel tension, temperature changes, or sweaty palms in Step 3?)

My Success Anchors (What physical sensations associated with calm, confidence, or stability did you feel in Step
5?)
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