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My own journey with somatic work started when I was 
a young lawyer in my twenties, dealing with a stressful 
and demanding caseload in a profession where making a 
mistake could have catastrophic consequences – the worst 
possible environment for a self-doubting perfectionist!    
I lived in constant fear of getting something wrong and found 
it very hard to switch off from work.

Fortunately I discovered the ancient Taoist practice of 
Chi Kung (the less well-known cousin of T’ai Chi). This 
meditative martial art involves practising gentle, flowing 
movements, which imitate patterns from nature and have a 
profoundly calming yet energising effect on both mind and 
body. My stress levels went from feeling as if I was standing 
on the hard shoulder of the M1 as lorries thundered by, to 
sitting in a leafy glade hearing the gentle hum of traffic in 
the far distance.  This set me off on a journey to explore 
how I could find a greater sense of security and confidence 
by becoming more embodied. I trained as a body 
psychotherapist and studied Leadership Embodiment with 
Wendy Palmer.   This is a method, drawn from Aikido and 
mindfulness, which offers simple tools and practices to 
increase leadership presence and the ability to respond 
gracefully under pressure.

This journey gave me the courage to leave my first 
profession as a lawyer and become a leadership coach, 
specialising in encouraging women to step up as courageous 
and authentic leaders.  In our programmes we explore each 
of three aspects of leadership that are critical for women – 
purpose, power and presence – specifically through the lens 
of somatic intelligence (the wisdom of the body), using the 
framework of Leadership Embodiment.  

We live in a highly cerebral culture that values the intellect 
above all else.  Yet our bodies are an innate (and frequently 
overlooked) source of wisdom - they are not just there to 
carry our heads around!  We tend to think of intuition as an 
ethereal thing, yet when we pay it attention it often comes to 
us via sensations in the body, such as a ‘gut feel’.  Cultivating 
the capacity to tune into our bodies and listen to what they 
are saying can help us know our own mind with greater 
certainty, make wise decisions, be more resilient, and 
influence others powerfully.  

Being more embodied also supports the process of change. 
Neuroscience shows us that change is difficult - our 
conscious mind wants to change, but the unconscious 
reptilian brain is committed to keeping everything the same, 

since change diverts precious energy away from monitoring 
the environment for danger.  The unconscious shows up in 
our bodily habits, so the way to make change possible is to 
engage the body rather than trying to override or ignore it.  
For example, if you stand up straight and uncross your arms 
and legs you will feel more confident, rather than waiting 
until you feel confident before you stand up straight.  As the 
Polynesian saying goes: ‘All knowledge is only rumour until 
it’s in the muscle.’

A client of mine had recently been promoted from leading a 
division of 300 staff, based in London, to leading a division of 
2000 staff based all around the country. She was in danger 
of running herself ragged trying to get round them all and 
needed to develop a new leadership style to accommodate 
her expanded role.  We used Leadership Embodiment 
techniques to help her project her presence out to this larger 
team and create a sense of purpose and inclusion that 
united them despite large numbers and physical distance, 
whilst not over-extending herself.

You may be thinking: Is this approach exclusive to women or 
can both sexes benefit from it?

Yes, all leaders benefit from becoming more embodied. 
However, I believe that women have both particular needs in 
this area and particular strengths.

As a society we urgently need a more enlightened style of 
leadership, which embraces more of the ‘feminine’ values of 
inclusivity, acting in the interests of the whole; ‘power with’ 
rather than ‘power over’; and taking future generations into 
account. It is vital that both men and women embrace these 
values, yet I believe that getting enlightened women leaders 
into positions of power in substantial numbers is a key part 
of this evolution.  Women need particular support to get 
comfortable with embracing power, as for millennia we have 
been schooled in ‘likeability’ as the key to acceptance and 
influence. Seeking power directly was often dangerous  - 
Joan of Arc came to a sticky end!  

On the plus side, women have an innate access to somatic 
intelligence.  Our bodies go through monthly cycles and the 
major transitions of menarche and menopause, plus the 
majority of women go through the profound experiences 
of pregnancy and childbirth. Our bodies demand our 
attention and although we’ve been schooled to see this as 
an inconvenience, I’ve now come to appreciate these cycles 
as gifts that remind us of our somatic wisdom.

It is my belief that Leadership Embodiment is a powerful 
methodology that can support women to become 
enlightened, purposeful leaders who in turn will contribute 
to a better world.

Women’s leadership coach Liz Rivers finds working directly with the 
body is one of the most powerful ways to enable women to become 

confident, inclusive, visionary leaders.
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Liz Rivers specialises in supporting women 
leaders to develop their somatic intelligence.  
Formerly a City lawyer, she is an expert in the 
somatic aspects of leadership and trained as a 
body psychotherapist with Spectrum and Stanley 
Keleman (founder of Formative Psychology and 
The Centre for Energetic Studies in Berkeley), The 
Aiki Approach with Thomas Crum in Colorado, 
Leadership Embodiment with Wendy Palmer, 
and is a life-long practitioner (and occasional 
teacher) of Chi Kung. She coaches senior women, 
runs Master classes for women on leadership 
and, with Hetty Einzig, programmes for women 
leaders:  see details and dates, click here.

www.lizrivers.com

For more on Leadership Embodiment visit  
www.embodimentinternational.com
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