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Episode 78: The Secret Language  
of the Body, with Jen Mann
Unresolved feelings of not-enoughness and 
emotional repression caused my chronic illness. 
Vagal tone & somatic experiencing helped.

Mandy: Welcome to enough the podcast. I’m your host, Dr. Mandy Leto, ex investment banker turned 
executive coach. This is a show for high achievers in fast paced careers, whose lives look shiny and 
successful on the outside, but inside they seem to be. Secretly never feel good enough. No matter what 
they’ve achieved.

Sound familiar? What sets this show apart from all the usual leadership Podcasts is my focus on the topics 
that we don’t talk enough about as high achievers. The dark side of things, perfectionism, burnout, bore out, 
high functioning anxiety, people pleasing, and feeling successful, but empty. on the inside.

You can expect a mashup of coaching, psychology, a bit of nerdy research, that’s me with my PhD hat on, 
all woven together with compassion and a dose of dorky humor. Oh, and I always make it radically practical. 
Today’s guest is Jen Mann, ex pro ballerina and co author of The Secret Language of the Body.

Regulate your nervous system, heal your body, and free your mind. After an ankle injury that ended her 
ballet career, Jen trained in neurorehabilitation, physiotherapy, and biomedical sciences, and she had 
a really busy thriving practice supporting celebs and senior executives. But one day, in her usual sun 
salutation yoga movement in the morning, she pulled her back.

And she decided she was going to rest for the weekend, but it was the beginning of a longer term 
unravelling. So over the course of a few days, she went from being a highly functioning person, though 
there were some rad flags along the way, which you’ll see, to entirely bedridden. And this state lasted more 
than a year.

Doctors were stumped. Was it burnout, chronic fatigue, POTS, long COVID? Of course, there were decades 
of cumulative stress built up in her body, which comes with being a professional athlete. There were, as 
she’d also discover, a lot of unresolved emotions that hadn’t been recognized or healed that had built up in 
her body.

The good news? Jen has since gone on to a full recovery, and she now supports people understand the 
secret language of healing. Sounds interesting, Mandy, but what does this have to do with me? I’m not an ex 
athlete and I have never done a pirouette in my life, nor do I plan to do so anytime soon. Well, that’s fair, but 
here’s why you might want to stick around.

If you’ve ever had a tendency toward extremes, say, as an A plus pupil back in the day, which might 
continue to show up as perfectionism or people pleasing, this episode is for you. Or maybe you’re a senior 
executive and you’re steeped in that hustle culture where you push yourself past your capacity on the 
regular and maybe you even take a bit of twisted pride in that.

Well, this episode is for you too. Or maybe you’re getting headaches, backaches, heart palpitations, 
stomach problems, weird skin rashes, adult acne, oh joy, but you push through anyway. This episode is for 
you. Or, maybe you have unexplained symptoms like chronic exhaustion and aches and pains that doctors 
can’t quite pin down and your test results all come back as normal, which is so frustrating, but you know in 
your heart of hearts that something isn’t right.
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This episode is for you too. I drop us right into the conversation where Jen gives us some vital clues in her 
backstory. Dots she never connected until later. So she’s talking about herself, but I’m inviting you to listen 
as you, from your experience, to see if there’s any dots for you to connect to.

Ready? Let’s dive in.

Jen: I was born in Africa and I had a beautiful rich childhood. And from a young age, the experience in my 
home was, I would say, emotionally quite unstable. My dad left when I was five years old. And when we 
are young, Our nervous systems are developing, our brain is developing, and all our young brain wants to 
know is that we are safe, that we are loved, and that we are validated, and when our emotions or our needs 
are not validated quite in the way that we need, We experience a rupture, and if there’s no repair after the 
rupture, for example, my dad leaving and then that rupture not quite repairing until many years later, my 
child nervous system, my developing brain started to create coping mechanisms to help me cope better.

And one of these coping mechanisms was people pleasing and perfectionism to feel validated, to feel 
seen, to feel safe in the world. So I started with that experience in childhood that And when you experience 
people pleasing, perfectionism, um, it comes with a lot of anxiety because you’re not trying to move through 
life, meeting your own needs and listening to your body and your thoughts and what is best for you.

You are moving through life, hyper aware of other people’s needs, other people’s emotions, and that 
causes a lot of stress in your body. So with that experience of rupture, um, like abandonment and what 
that created in coping mechanisms in my brain and body, I had the perfect setup for anxiety, for, um, an 
experience of hypervigilance and experience of what would become the hustling high achieving Jen.

The rupture also happened on my mom’s side. You know, I get a lot of clients, Mandy, that say, you know, 
right now I have chronic pain, but I had the best childhood. You know, I see no reason for my childhood to, 
you know, I had the perfect childhood. I had the best experience. So it’s really not coming from there.

You know, I’m sure of it. It’s, it’s just my job or it’s just, it’s just, you know, the, the environment that, that I live 
in and. And then when we investigate a little bit deeper, the client will say something like, Yeah, I guess my 
mom was a bit of a control freak, but it didn’t affect me. Yeah, she was really anxious.

Yeah, actually looking back, it was a bit stressful to be around her when XYZ. Or another really common 
example is It’s a father figure who didn’t express his emotions or speak a lot or say, I love you. Or so the 
experience of the child is I have the best dad, you know, he’s respectable and strong and, but really there is 
this rupture where the child needs to be.

To hear, you know, needs to feel the validation needs, but that never happened. So there’s a coping 
mechanism around that. Like if I, if I do X, Y, Z, then I’ll be loved and feel appreciated and validated and 
worthy. So the puzzle piece of the childhood for anyone in this world is so important because it creates.

It’s the foundation of how you will move through life. And luckily, even if you had a childhood with a trauma 
or, um, parents that were going through their own things, which is 98 percent of the world, I would say 
99 percent of the world, it’s okay. It’s not that it’s, um, unrepairable and it’s, um, there’s no way of moving 
forward.

Luckily, our brain is plastic. We’ll talk more about that. And you can change those coping mechanisms. So 
going back to my story, my mom and I moved to Italy when I was It’s seven, eight and, um, new language, 
new culture, new things, new experiences. I started to feel really unsafe in my little body and I would, I had a 
stutter that was so bad I could barely speak.

And I just remember feeling my whole, all the muscles in my throat contracted and the muscles in my body 
were so tight. And, um, At the time I wasn’t aware of why I just felt really uncomfortable and, um, but it was 
anxiety and I had a few panic attacks and that would lead to the really the beginning of what would be just, 
um, this silent anxiety in the background my whole life.

A lot of us might think, Oh, that’s just the way I am. Like, you know, I, I, um. Um, whenever I have to prepare 
for something I do, um, I, I overprepare or I have to be half an hour early, but that’s just the way I am. But 
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when we go in a little deeper, perhaps there’s a little bit of an underlying anxiety or fear of, um, yeah, of 
what might happen if you don’t overprepare.

So it’s very interesting to look at those through lines in the coping mechanisms. So I became a professional 
ballet dancer and I. Left home very young and I found myself from, um, a home where I did experience 
anxieties and just a lot of sort of, um, feelings of not be feeling settled in my body because of the, um, 
emotional or Waves that I was experiencing and then the lack of repair and safety.

So when I became a ballet dancer, I went from one environment of stress to another, but I always called 
ballet my, my home because. When your brain is experiencing difficulty and it finds something else to focus 
on, that also helps. So, on one hand, it helped. I felt really, really, um, motivated and strong.

And, you know, it’s being a professional athlete and artist comes with, um, It’s, uh, it’s trials and tribulations, 
but it also gave me a lot of strength. It also gave me so much resilience. So in the environment of 
professional ballet, uh, on top of my already tendencies of anxiety, People pleasing perfectionism, pushing 
myself hard.

I mean, I, I happened to end up in an environment where all of those things were really magnified. So, uh, so 
many hours of training every day. And I would wake up at 5 00 AM do Pilates before a two hour ballet class 
into To point work rehearsals and all day, 12 hours of dancing, and then we would go to school at night.

So I would study at night and you know, all of that for, um, a body that’s growing 12, 13, 14, 15, 7, 16, 17, 
18. That’s a lot. It’s a lot on your hormones. It’s a lot on your nervous system. Anyone who did a sport 
professionally will know how the experience of. Discipline and pushing yourself how much it gives you but 
also how much it creates a situation of stress because you’re being so self critical, so hard on yourself.

Mandy: Jen was no stranger to frequent injuries during her ballet career and when an ankle injury finally 
meant she couldn’t dance anymore, she really started connecting the dots between the mind and body. 

Jen: There was an element of my nervous system and my brain being in a constant state of fight or flight.

Our muscles contract with messages coming from the nervous system. So if my nervous system was in a 
state of fight or flight, meaning anxious, hypervigilant, contracted, afraid, upset, angry, fearful, sad, My body 
would reflect this. And so my body wasn’t moving as smoothly as I thought it was. And I was getting injured 
in the process.

Mandy: Okay. In a minute, Jen’s going to tell us what she did next, but I wanted to point out a pattern I 
often see with people I coach and also with some guests who have been on the podcast too. So when one 
career ends, there’s often this self generated pressure to be excellent at the next thing right away.

Tatyana Polyakova, the ex Leverage Loans head of sales at Nomura, talked about this very thing in 
episode 55. Her body was definitely talking to her on the trading floor, and her back pain had become so 
unbearable that she was swallowing a handful of painkillers every morning just to get herself through the 
day.

When she finally left that job and wasn’t a managing director anymore, she put a ton of pressure on herself 
to find the next thing and fast. Oh, and she had to be excellent at it immediately. Definitely worth a listen if 
you haven’t heard episode 55 yet. Let’s get back to Jen as she tells us what was next for her.

Jen: Again, I found a new home, a new, my brain was like, how can I cope right now? And my coping 
mechanism, one of my coping mechanisms is let’s focus on something else, but like focus hard, put all of 
your energy into it. What is the next step? So my next thing was helping other people move better, feel 
better, feel stronger.

And so I studied Pilates, Feldenkrais, personal training, yoga, all the things, movement. Um, and that’s 
what I thought would be my biggest passion. But Mandy, as I was training people and helping them move 
better and feel better, I had really, My focus kept going to, um, their state of mind. I couldn’t help, but 
notice I worked in London with very high profile, a high profile people, individuals, very high and executive 
billionaires and business owners and actors, producers, and I couldn’t help, but notice.
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The strong sense of stress that would encompass not only their body, but the energy surrounding their 
body. Like I knew when let’s call him Phil had had a bad day and a very stressful time at work before he 
started to move just from the expression on his face, his energy. And so I was so fascinated by that.

And, and in fact, When Phil would come in with this experience, I knew that he would have some pain, 
some, and, and interestingly enough, Phil always had low back pain and always had strong pain between 
his shoulder blades. And he would say, Jen, I’ve been, I’ve had massages. You know, I’ve had, um, I went to 
the osteo, the chiropractor, just my shoulders are so tense.

And, you know, I would always ask him, how was work this week? Just, just tell me a little bit about it. And 
then it would all open up. So my fascination here was. I think I can help people more if I learn even more 
about the brain and the body and the connection.

Mandy: Let’s pause Jen’s story just for a moment and look at some of those symptoms that she started 
noticing in her clients. So she was picking up on things like tight shoulders, you know, when your shoulders 
are kind of pulled up towards the ears and you have no neck, or that sort of croissant posture because 
you’re huddled over your computer or your phone all day, um, Actually, why don’t we all go ahead and just 
make sure our neck exists?

Lower those shoulders down. Ah, there you are! Lower back pain! That’s also what Tatiana had in episode 
55, and no physio could figure it out, so Jen was seeing the same thing. She was also seeing tense facial 
expressions as her clients walked in, because the state of the body is always reflected on the face.

Tension headaches, stomach aches, digestive upset, calf tightness, and cramps in the legs at night, 
especially for her male clients. So I don’t know about you, but I’ve had every single one of those in the 
run up to severe burnout, and because they’re often long term and they feel familiar, it’s so darn easy to 
normalize them.

Plus, there’s this association between success and feeling kind of fried all the time. So again, that’s 
normalized because all the people at work are probably feeling the same way. There’s also this myth of 
productivity, that more is better. So your diary is rammed and there’s no respite anywhere. You’re focused 
on juggling all the balls.

And there’s actually no headspace to think about what is this intensity costing me? Probably my well being, 
but again, because it’s so normalized, we don’t believe it. Now, I want to honor Jen here for a moment 
because although she was already working in this space, she’s about to drop some truth here that is so 
vulnerable.

She actually had this happen to her. Whilst she was helping other people with these symptoms. Ooh, I 
appreciate that honesty. Let’s hear what happened next. 

Jen: So I was coaching, uh, helping people move better and feel better with all of these movement 
techniques. And I, I just couldn’t get enough massage. When I studied massage, I was, I always had a sense 
that I wanted my hands to.

Speak to the person without me having to say anything. I felt like my hands could communicate to the 
body. I could feel like the stress in their, on their muscles, their fascia. Um, so that’s when I knew I wanted to 
study physiotherapy and I studied biomedical sciences first and that Mandy is where my chronic symptoms 
began.

So I went from all of these sort of environments of. Working hard. But when I went back to university, it’s. It’s 
sort of mirrored that being tested my, you know, when you go to university, there’s constantly, you know, 
there’s an exam there. So I was constantly testing my own validation. And so I had the highest grades.

I was class president when I applied for university without ever having studied chemistry, biology, physics. I 
got into all five and I. went into my top choice. And that meant that I was studying a lot. That meant that I was 
putting a lot of pressure on myself. So with the already stress that was in my body, I started to experience 
ache in my hips, in my shoulders, as we were talking, you know, stress was manifesting tummy aches.
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My stutter was coming back a little bit. And I would experience another sign of anxiety and stress is when 
it’s cold, your body will shiver. People who don’t, um, experience anxiety or stress are in a state of regulation 
and the cold will feel cold, but their body won’t shiver. The shiver is the attempt of the nervous system to 
say, it’s okay, we’re safe.

We’re safe. And that’s sending them when you shake, when you, when your muscles. shiver, they’re sending 
a message to the brain that they’re getting rid of, um, pent up energy, like anxiety. So the shiver is the 
anxiety leaving the body. And it’s your intelligent way of your nervous system of doing that. Um, so that’s 
another cool sign that, but at the time I was like, I’m familiar with this.

I’ve had this before and I kept pushing and pushing and pushing. And I just want to say that the cumulative 
stress, you know, one would say a lot of people at the time were telling me, Jen, how do you do it? It’s so 
much, you’re super human. And usually that’s a sign that you’re doing too much. But looking back, it wasn’t 
just that I was working too hard.

It was what was going on in my mind, what I was telling my, the words I was telling myself, it was what 
was going on in my body, the unresolved feelings of what it meant to be not enough or not worthy. Like, 
Sadness, fear, anger, and emotions are chemical reactions that release hormones. So you’ve all these 
hormones, especially strong unresolved emotions.

There is cortisol in your bloodstream and adrenaline all day. That is why Emotional repression causes 
illness. So I started to experience these symptoms, but I kept ignoring and pushing. And then I went into 
physio school and I started seeing patients with pain and problems. And again, my brain was going, why 
am I asking them to move and do these exercises when it’s so obvious that this person has depression and 
that, you know, that is playing a significant role in their chronic pain. And I wonder where their depression is 
coming from, but in the public health, let’s say in the UK, the national health service, for example, you only 
get 15 minutes with your patient. And so in 15 minutes.

What are you going to do other than get their name, help them move, and then they’re out and then that’s 
it. And the next time they’re probably not going to get you again. So it’s really hard to be. So I was already 
noticing that and sort of putting two and two together for my own body, but I did not expect to get to the 
level that I did with like an actual chronic illness diagnosis.

So one day I was doing my usual yoga every morning. I would do. 10 minutes of, um, sun salutations to, to 
ground myself. And I injured my back, very simple movement, arching my back backwards and suddenly 
my whole back spasmed. And because of my high pain tolerance, um, anyone who was. An athlete who, or 
who’s had a high pressure job has a lot of tolerance for pain.

That’s why you’re there. That’s why you can tolerate the high pressure job. That’s why you can be the 
professional athlete. So I was like, this is okay. But on this occasion I said, I’m just going to rest for the 
weekend. It happened on a weekend and I stayed in bed for the weekend. And I remember on the Monday 
I got a flu and I, I developed like a fever overnight and that would be me for the next year.

I would be completely housebound and bedbound. So anytime I would have to leave the house. My now 
husband and boyfriend would have to carry me down the stairs, carry me in a taxi, carry me out of the taxi, 
take me to the doctor and back. So within a very short space of time, my backache, my tummy ache, my, 
um, all of the symptoms became chronic.

So instead of experiencing a bout of back pain or a bout of a headache or a bout of nausea. That was me 
all day. And so all of a sudden I had this experience in my body of a flu. Ongoing fever for a year and a half. 
Ongoing flu, achy lungs, achy body, achy skin. Um, like I’d been run over by a truck, essentially, and just 
very hard for me to get out of bed.

And any energy I would use, whether it was to think, to feel, to speak, let alone move, I would crash harder. 
And crashing means that your symptoms become even worse. So I went to so many different doctors and 
the response I was getting from everyone initially was, you know, all the tests, first autoimmune diseases, 
the cancers, the serious diagnoses that would allow the medical system to put me in a box and say, okay, 
now we know how to help you.
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And now, now we know what’s going on. Um, but unfortunately all the tests would come back, uh, quite, 
uh, Um, normal. And so they didn’t really have a lot of answers. And as I mentioned earlier, this happened 
in 2020 when the pandemic started. So the doctors had diagnosed me then with long COVID not knowing 
that of my history, that I’d already been experiencing symptoms for a few years and that whether it was 
COVID, you know, that flu that I had, that was, that kind of triggered.

The chronic fatigue syndrome, which was the chronic illness I’ve been diagnosed with, it didn’t really matter 
because it was already in my body. It just needed one last push, the last straw to break the camel’s back for 
me to be chronically ill and essentially for my body to say enough. No, this is too much.

So that load in my body had been building up to this moment and anything that happened on the day 
like injuring my back, potentially getting COVID, didn’t matter half as much as my childhood experience in 
forming the coping mechanisms that I then had throughout my life and how I dealt with stress, how we deal 
with stress is how we deal with everything.

Stress is emotion. And so when you. deal with an emotion in a certain way. That’s how you’re going to make 
decisions, apply for a job, not apply for a job. It’s really at the core of how you’re going to move through life. And 
so, um, going back to this diagnosis, I got, um, chronic fatigue syndrome. Some doctors told me it’s, it was bad.

burnout, but a severe version that fell into a fatigue syndrome category, long COVID, POTS, which is 
essentially when your brain and heart are not communicating in a way that they normally do. So your heart 
rate is doing strange things and moving very quickly. You, you get dizzy, or when you stand up, you see 
black, you feel some vertigo.

And with POTS, the general understanding is. Something is off with your nervous system. Something is off in 
your body and it’s out of balance. And in hindsight, it was so clear that I was very off balance. 

Mandy: Hearing Jen’s story has brought back so many feelings about my own burnout, all those tests 
coming back as normal and the fear and the frustration and the uncertainty of like, what if this is the best I’m 
ever going to feel?

In the book that Jen co authored with Carden Robin, there is a powerful line that I want to share with 
you. Here we go. Symptoms are messages in the language of the body communicating that there are 
unresolved feelings perpetuating unhelpful survival responses. Speaking the language of the body gives 
you access to modifying these responses, and by doing so, healing yourself.

All right, my neon highlighter is back. All around this piece about the unresolved feelings perpetuating 
unhelpful survival responses. That’s where we need to look. So before we hear how Jen healed herself, I ask 
her to explain the window of tolerance. A concept developed by Dan Siegel, a clinical professor of psychiatry.

In short, the window of tolerance is that we all have our own unique capacity for handling and making sense 
of our emotions. And some things make it bigger, that window, and some things make that window smaller. 
Jen, tell us a little bit more. 

Jen: In the window of tolerance, when you experience a wave of joy, you, you’re nervous.

A system prepares your body through hormones, through nervous system responses, through neurons, 
to have a heightened experience of joy and there’s a feeling in your body and then it comes back down. 
When you experience sadness, the body prepares you and you go in a bit of a hypo alert state. state where 
your body shuts you down a little bit and you’re sad and in a protective, in an energy conserving state.

So the window of tolerance is how the body moves you through life. It’s the body is so perfectly engineered 
that through what’s called homeostasis, meaning bringing your body back to that body temperature, those 
hormones, those hormones, Getting rid of toxins, clearing your immune system of any excess, you know, via 
anything that happens in the body that is not where the body is meant to thrive.

The body is always bringing you back into balance. That’s your window of tolerance. When there’s too much in 
the body, too much stress, too many toxins, too much negative loop, stress loop happening between the brain 
and the body, the body and the brain. And it’s, you’ve reached a point in your life where there’s no capacity.
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This window of tolerance goes down. So now all of a sudden, when you feel joy, It sort of gets mixed up 
with anxiety because your body goes up and it feels the experience of joy, but it doesn’t know how to 
respond in a way that, oh, this is joy. So it’s very common for people who, um, experience, um, Anxiety and 
stress or a lowered window of tolerance because of a lower capacity to confuse joy and stress and anxiety.

So all of a sudden stress is fitting, it’s getting its way into your whole life, even, even moments of joy you’re 
experiencing. stress now. So the window of tolerance is this wonderful, um, through which we can look at 
our experience for tolerance of stress. And when you, you know, the healing, the Thriving the, you know, 
still having your high stressful job, but being able to thrive to some degree in that environment is about your 
tolerance for stress.

Stress will never go away. Even if you’re on a deserted island, I live in Bali now, Mandy, with my family, 
there’s still stress on that, on, on the island of Bali. and finding your health does not have to do with 
eliminating stress or quitting your job or closing yourself up in your house and resting all day.

No. Health has to do with expanding your tolerance for stress and teaching your brain and your body 
that stress is safe and not a threat. So you can recover from stress. So at the time when I was chronically 
ill, I had gotten myself to such a tiny window of tolerance where my stress was now triggering symptoms 
perpetually.

So my window of tolerance was so small that I couldn’t recover. And I was stuck, completely stuck in the very 
low tolerance where even the, even the emotion of Joy, the emotion of sadness or crying would completely 
set me back where I would have even more pain, even more nausea, even more fever. It was crazy.

Our body is so intelligent, but when it’s too much, it’s too much.

Mandy: Okay. I tell you that I geek out sometimes. We’re going there now. I want to spend another minute 
on the window of tolerance because it is such a helpful tool from Jen and Carden’s book. So think of it this 
way, and this is a quote from the book. It’s about how much emotional, physical, and physiological intensity 
and diversity a person can navigate without feeling overwhelmed, shutting down, or getting sick.

Okay, so picture a visual of a rectangle with three horizontal layers, kind of like a layer cake. The middle 
layer, that’s where all the chocolate icing is, that zone is where you ideally spend most of your time. So here 
we function and thrive and our nervous system is regulated and it primarily exists in a ventral vagal state.

This is the zone of action. So the upper layer of the window of tolerance, the top part of the layer cake 
is the zone of hyper arousal or sympathetic nervous system activation. So this might happen when life 
becomes demanding and you end up in a fight or flight situation. The lower layer of the window of tolerance 
cake is the hypo arousal zone,  aka dorsal activation if you’re a nervous system geek. So in this lower 
section where the parasympathetic branch takes over, you’re likely to experience shutdown. Maybe some 
numbness, depression, sadness, dissociation, and so forth. So ideally our nervous system flows through 
these states as life is lifing and it brings us back into that squidgy lovely chocolate icing layer in the middle 
to the regulated optimal zone.

Uh, Dan Siegel had nothing to do with that icing analogy. It just helps me to remember it. Anyway. But 
trauma and chronic stress can mean that our nervous system gets stuck in one of these survival states like 
in that top layer or in that sympathetic response or in the bottom layer in the dorsal response.

And those survival patterns become habituated. So this reminds me again of episode 55 with Tatiana 
Polyakova. Her back pain and that adrenalized feeling just felt normal after a while. The window of tolerance in 
the middle has become so teeny, it’s wafer thin. Like an after eight mint. I clearly need to eat some chocolate.

Anyway, I digress. Let’s get back to Jen to find out how she recovered and what you can do. can learn from 
her journey.

Jen: I tried everything nothing worked conventional medicine because of that separation of there’s 
a psychologist and there’s the immunologist and there’s infectious disease there is really not a lot of 
crossover and unfortunately with chronic illness It’s all about the crossover. It’s all about how the mind and 
the body communicate.
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So I started, um, to find a lot of information on the mind body connection, which isn’t strange or anything, 
woo woo, but I just wasn’t talked about enough. Then mind body connection. Often people think, Oh, like 
yoga or meditation or. breath work. But the mind body connection is why you know you’re hungry.

It’s why you get stressed before a meeting. It’s why you cry or why you feel stressed. So the mind body 
connection is basically why you’re alive and how you function. So learning more about that gave me 
information on, wow, okay, something needs to change in this mind body connection. So I found something 
called brain retraining.

And I found first the lightning process, which was this wonderful technique, this approach of changing, uh, 
the physiology in your body through your thoughts. A top down approach is what we call an approach 
that changes the feeling in your body through changing your thoughts and rewiring some of those coping 
patterns that are driving the processes in your body.

That was the first thing Step, but it wasn’t everything because I was rewiring my thoughts, but the body has 
intelligence, right? So I remember this one day that was so important on my healing journey, where I had 
done all this brain retraining in three days, Mandy, after a year of being bed bound and a year and a half to 
be, of being really sick in three days, I was walking and I managed to go to Hyde park.

And in a week, my acne was so bad. Um, I was cleared after a full, I had huge amounts of skin issues 
just after a few days of that first crash in 2020. Amazing how the body works. So I had done all this brain 
retraining. I was rewiring my thoughts. I was changing my thinking. My body was still being triggered and I 
didn’t know why.

So I was, I’d had these weeks of doing better and I decided I am healed. I am recovered. Now I know how 
to heal myself. Now I know the resolution. Then I walked down outside my house in Nodding Hill and I met 
a colleague that I hadn’t seen in a couple of years. And. She said some things that triggered this full body 
response of I am so unworthy.

She met me and said, how have you been? Oh, I heard you’ve been really sick. Well, I just finished my 
master’s and I’m, and I’m starting a PhD and I’ve learned so much and I’m so happy. And, um, yeah, so 
you’ve been sick. That must’ve been really tough, but she was not her. I was responding in a way that was 
like, Oh my gosh, I look at my life has stopped.

I’ve achieved nothing. I’m worthless. I. So that afternoon, all my symptoms came back. So I’d rewired my 
brain, but my body got triggered by these, you know, I had the thoughts, but it was this, my body just knew 
what to do instantly. It knew how to protect me. It shut me down, but the shutdown started that loop again 
with the mind and the body and the mind.

So I was in the loop again and I was like, wait, I thought I changed, I thought I reorganized my neurons to 
have new thoughts. Why does this happening? Cause I was triggered. So then I found and learned about 
this nerve in our body called the vagus nerve, which is the heart of the mind body connection. The vagus 
nerve helps our body find that balance, that homeostasis and the tone of this nerve, meaning how often it’s 
triggered it’s activity indicates your rest and restore state. So my vagal tone, the tone of this nerve was so 
low that I had so little capacity. And I found that by training this nerve through movement, through various 
practices and exercises, I found a way in through my body, through somatic exercises. And then the last 
puzzle piece was somatic experiencing, which is a trauma therapy by Peter, Dr. Peter Levine. And it’s so 
powerful and it helps you learn not just, I have back pain. It helps you learn, why do I have back, what’s 
beneath my back pain? Oh, and it helps you go into the space of your back. Yeah. Yeah. with your mind. 
Tune into the sensation, not the symptom, the sensation of heaviness, of tingling, of, and then the emotion.

What’s the emotion in my back? So when you find the emotions that are trapped in your body, You can then 
do the work to understand where they came from. So now I’m sitting here from my high chair, telling you my 
chronic illness started in my childhood, but I didn’t know that I had to go through all of this to learn where.

My fear, my perfectionism, my people pleasing came from. And so I did this, this journey of top down work 
of bottom up work through the vagus nerve and somatic experiencing. And I finally found. A way to retrain 
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not just my brain, but my body to feel, to feel safe, to experience emotions and to find that window of 
tolerance where stress didn’t feel like a thing.

Mandy: So, Jen had done loads of top down work with talk therapy and brain retraining. She’d done 
physical work via physiotherapy, rehab for her chronic fatigue, but what really turned the key in the lock was 
adding the bottom up work, learning about her nervous system and the vagus nerve, as well as the somatic 
experiencing.

In other words, tuning into the sensation, say, of her fatigue and pain, and what emotion was beneath that. 
Then she could explore where that emotion came from, and that spaghetti trail went all the way back to her 
childhood. She learned that her dad leaving at five left her feeling inadequate, unloved, and deeply hurt.

And she realized, too, that her mother, who raised Jen alone, was running patterns of unhealed trauma of 
her own, meaning that Jen felt constantly anxious and dysregulated. So Jen’s own nervous system adapted 
as she grew up by running patterns of self criticism, perfectionism, self doubt, and people pleasing.

And if this resonates for you, day to day a nervous system adapted like this might be constantly searching 
for danger or negative things to respond to. It makes so much sense. Okay, so for years, Jen, she was 
experiencing anxiety, fatigue, stuttering, it’s all that stuff that feels normal after a while that we just push through.

For Jen, it was this major aha moment when she realized that her nervous system was jammed in survival 
mode, and it was trying to communicate that it needed tending and healing. So think of that window of 
tolerance visual again. When your vagal tone is low, you can get stuck in an extreme sympathetic response, 
that’s that up top layer, or in a dorsal shutdown, that’s that lower layer, and you lose access to the ventral 
vagal state, that’s that lovely delicious icing layer in the middle.

This is the optimal arousal zone where we actually feel settled in our bodies. Okay, let’s get back to Jen and 
we’re going to shift gears now to see what steps she suggests for you if this is landing so far. 

Jen: You might be listening and thinking, you know, somatic experiencing, vagus nerve sounds like a lot, but 
actually it really does boil down to a few actionable steps that you can take right now to help you tune into 
Your body, instead of being dissociated and when you wake up, first thing you do might be checking your 
emails, having a coffee, you’re already spiking your nervous system with all that stress.

Number one, when you wake up in the morning, don’t look at your phone and instead check in with yourself 
and ask yourself, truly, the moment you wake up, your eyes are open, you’re conscious, what’s happening 
for me?

Mandy: This is exactly what Jerry Colonna gave you as one of his radically practical interventions in the 
previous episode. When you wake up, before you look at your phone or have a pee, check in with your 
body. How am I feeling? And pay attention. There’s so much information when you’re in this just woke up 
state whilst you’re still between worlds and the day hasn’t fully gripped you.

It’s simple, free, and something you can start doing every single morning. Don’t get immediately sucked in 
by your phone and check in with your body. What is happening for me right now? How am I feeling? Okay, 
Jen, what next? 

Jen: The moment you wake up is such a clear indication of the state of your body because nothing has 
happened yet.

You’ve been sleeping. And you wake up, and when we experience stress, there’s usually residual stress 
when we wake up in the morning, giving us clues. Oh, I feel a little bit tired. Um, I, somehow my heart is 
beating a little bit fast, but I’m, you know, I just woke up. Tuning into the state of your body. Where, where 
am I at?

What’s happening for me right now? And when you get these clues. not doing nothing about it. You have 
to do something about it. So how can I tend to my needs? So if you’re experiencing a little bit of stress or 
anger, or a little bit of emotions that make you feel uncomfortable and help you realize that you’re in a state 
of stress, address them during the day.
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So number one, when you wake up, do a check in. What’s happening for me? Learn the information that’s 
coming from your body into your brain. Number two, tend to your needs starting from your most basic 
needs. So have I had a glass of water? Have I eaten enough food that is nourishing? Have I had too much 
coffee or tea?

Have I gone to the bathroom? Actually, I need to go to the bathroom right now. I wonder why I’ve been 
holding that. The number one step to tending to your nervous system’s needs and instantly taking off a load 
from your nervous system’s job to keep you healthy Is listening to your basic needs. What does my body 
need right now?

And following through. And then the third thing is doing things in your day that bring you joy. Um, joy, 
playfulness, creativity that help you smile and laugh at the essence, at the essence of my healing, aside 
from learning the language of my body through learning what my symptoms actually meant through the 
emotions that were masked beneath the symptoms.

I was out of alignment. I couldn’t remember the last time I did something that brought me joy, that flooded my 
body with those. Happy hormones with those nourishing hormones, with those, with that chemistry. That makes 
it easy for your nervous system to keep you in a state of balance. It’s not fighting against you, it’s fighting.

It’s with you. You are working together with your nervous system. So finding, increasing that, um, window 
of tolerance is also about finding ways that help you show up in the world. as your most authentic, playful, 
curious self. Because when you have those elements, you don’t take your life as seriously and stress is less 
heavy and it’s less stressful and it goes away.

It moves out of your body. 

Mandy: Quick recap, check in with yourself. The moment you wake up, how am I doing? What does my 
body want me to know? Number two, do something throughout the day with that information. So this is an 
invitation not to bludgeon it down with too much caffeine or painkillers or simple garden variety busyness.

Do you have any idea how many people I coach, women in particular, who actually haven’t taken a wee? 
and far too long. And they say things to themselves like, I’ll just do one more email and then I’ll go to the 
bathroom. Let’s stop that. Point number three, have at least one thing in your diary that brings you joy today.

Need ideas? Go outside on your lunch break and look up. Breathe. Do a good deed for somebody. There’s 
so much research on this that it uplifts you and the other person. Or maybe listen to a podcast on your  
commute. Hey, I know a good one. And try to learn something or laugh. Book something into your diary that 
you can look forward to, maybe lunch with a friend in that new place you’ve been meaning to try.

Heck, it could be as simple as treating yourself to a new book to look forward to on holiday. Jen and 
Carden’s book is a great, really detailed read that’s full of somatic exercises that I really want to share with 
you, but they’re tricky to demonstrate on a podcast, so that might be a good one. And start looking at your 
day.

And instead of just seeing all the back to back meetings, give over some calendar real estate to joy, 
my friend, even if it starts with micro doses. Joy is so darn important. Okay, so these are all longer term 
strategies that are well worth integrating into your day, but I know that you like some quick wins too, folks.

So I asked Jen, what could we do to help our nervous system stay regulated when we’re going at pace and 
what I call the tunnel head down, um, focused going at speed and telling yourself, I just need to get through 
to my holiday and then I’ll rest for sure. So we all kind of know this isn’t healthy, but occasionally there are 
those days, weeks, months that we exist in the tunnel.

So what can we do then? 

Jen: So if you have back to back meetings, What can you do to send messages of safety to your body while 
you’re in those meetings? You can buy a spiky ball and put two spiky balls under each bare foot. So your 
feet have millions of nerve endings and when you stimulate your feet With spikes, with a texture like sand or 
stones, but in an office that would just be a spiky ball.
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Your brain is going from stress, stress, stress, stress, stress, focus, meeting, meeting, to all of a sudden 
some of its attention is being diverted to organizing, literally, the information coming from millions. Of nerve 
endings under your feet. So the, the perception of stress changes. Your perception of threat goes down.

So spiky ball under your feet, then going through your senses, smell. Having a smell that soothes you is 
really powerful. And I’m not even talking about. You know, like a lavender, rolly thing that you put on your 
wrist that I’m talking about. When you walk into your office, what is a smell? So smell communicates with our 
brain so quickly and it changes the state of our body.

You know, when you are smelling trash or something is off and you’re like, this doesn’t, this It doesn’t feel 
good. So how can you create a smell in your office that feels good? You can literally, it can literally be as 
simple as buying a scent that you choose, that you like, and it lives there. You don’t have to do anything.

Just when you walk in your office, there’s a scent. Another way to stimulate the brain, is change the scent. 
Pick two that you like and pick one for half the week and the other for the other half of the week. So you’re 
stimulating your brain with a new experience that is, again, half of your brain is on the task.

The other half of your brain is thinking, Um, this feels good. This experience is not as threatful and stressful 
as I thought. And your body calms down. Another way to stimulate your vagus nerve is to tap your chest. So 
if you’re in a meeting, you might not be able to, um, tap your chest loudly and what you might.

But if you put your hand over your heart. And you just gently tap your chest every few minutes. You interrupt 
a pathway of stress. The area over our heart is very sensitive because there’s a perception of a heartbeat 
in that area. When you change the perception of the heartbeat by creating your own sense of rhythm, 
Your nervous system gets confused and it’s another way to divert attention from the stress, the threat, to a 
different experience in your body.

And this is very easy, and it’s also not necessarily noticeable. When you’re Speaking when you’re talking, 
you can do it when you’re listening. Just change the rhythm by literally tapping over your chest and you 
can do it five to 10 times. Stop, pick it up again a few minutes later. So our nervous system, our autonomic 
nervous system does things automatically.

We want it to do things automatically better. One of the ways to help your nervous system do things better 
is by giving it a perceived sense of rhythm. So we’ve already. given this, uh, this tapping on the chest, 
which switches the perception from the heartbeat to something else. Another thing you can do is if you are 
reading emails, you know, preferably you have a standing desk.

Preferably you have a ball instead of a chair. Preferably you do not sit at your desk all day. I, I urge anyone. 
If you’re listening and you still have a regularly seated desk, if you can change that, if you can change that, 
please do standing desk so that you can have those bare feet over the spiky ball, over a tennis ball, over 
different surfaces all day, or a desk with a, where you sit on a gym ball because you move your hips.

Hips constantly send mess. Hips are such big joints that have so many nerve endings. When you move your 
hips, you’re releasing stress, you’re releasing emotion. So powerful to move your hips. So going back to 
providing rhythm, let’s say you have moments in your day where you’re in your office, where you can stand 
up.

All I want you to do is barefoot, put your feet on the ground and sway from side to side. The swaying is your 
swaying. I’m not going to tell you how to do it. There’s no instruction. Simply sway from side to side and 
preferably do the swaying while you’re doing a task. While you’re reading emails, you’re on a phone call, 
you’re on a a meeting where you can be standing and swaying.

Maybe it’s on a headset. So swaying is amazing because it’s predictable. It’s side to side. There’s nothing 
unpredictable about Your nervous system’s main job is to predict the future. That’s why we experience 
anxiety. That’s why we experience stress. That’s why we’re hypervigilant because we’re afraid and 
hypervigilant about the future based on past experiences.
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So rhythm gives your brain. Safety instantly, which is why we sway a baby to sleep, which is why we have 
rocking chairs, which is why it’s so soothing to be on a boat or on a plane. There’s this, a gentle sense of sway. 
So if you can set your own rhythm of your nervous system, helping it feel a sense of predictability, especially.

During a moment of stress. So say you get an email from your boss or say you get an email about a deal 
and you’re like you get a pang in your chest and you know that email is going to have some information that 
is stressful. Get up before you look at it, sway, sway five to 10 times and let your body feel the predictability, 
feel the safety and then open your email while you’re swaying.

This will literally again, Your brain will be focused on the, on the aspect of, Oh my gosh, what’s in this email? 
This is very scary and stressful as well as not as stressful because I’m in a predictable lull and my brain feels 
safe right now. Very powerful. The sway is super powerful. 

Mandy: You have another one more for us to make it a nice five. 

Jen: Okay, great. Okay, one more. So one more that is, um, really like physiological change is the ocular 
cardiac reflex. So in our, uh, our eyes are so powerful by the way, anyone listening, if you are looking at your 
screen for more than an hour and you haven’t looked away from it, your brain is already stressed.

So looking away, In the distance, if you have a window, even better, if you’ve been on your screen for more 
than an hour, stand up, look outside your window and literally spot the farthest things away. Instantly, your 
brain will start to regulate itself, but that’s not my fifth tip. So your eyes are powerful.

and side to side. Oh gosh, I could go everywhere, but okay. So if you cup your palms, you put them over 
your eyes, but I don’t want you to just rest them over your eyes. I want you to press your palms into your 
closed eyes, for 30 seconds. After about 10 seconds, behind your eyelids, you’ll see a play of light, like 
fireworks, like you’ll see geometrical shapes.

That is the ocular cardiac reflex that is initiating. And guess what it does? It’s a reflex that instantly lowers 
your heart rate and your blood pressure instantly. So when you cut, when you press your palms against 
your eyes for 30 seconds, You’ll feel after a few seconds, the play of light, the reflex has begun and it resets 
your rhythm.

So your heart rate will drop a little bit. Your blood pressure will drop, and usually after you do that, you’ll feel 
a sigh or a yawn. Sigh. Yawns are a your a message from your restorative nervous system telling you that 
you have triggered a restoration response. Why babies, when they cry, they go,

they’re not doing that on purpose. Even when we cry, it’s just that babies cry more often and more intensely. 
So you hear it, but that double sigh is called a fit. That double inhale is a physiological sigh. Another sign 
from our nervous system telling us to wind down. You can also do the physiological sigh yourself, a double 
quick inhale and a slow exhale.

Slow exhale.

So Mandy, I have another 57 of these, but here are your five with extras.

Mandy: I have been experimenting with a spiky ball under my desk since Jen and I recorded this episode 
a few weeks ago, and I also ordered a knobbly foot roller, which doesn’t skitter away in case you don’t 
have carpet on your floor. So I change between both textures and it actually really works well. Highly 
recommended.

I also purchased some wild orange oil, which I use in my office and I light a scented candle in a different 
smell just to change it up. Another win. I’m contemplating ordering a gym ball instead of sitting in my desk 
chair, but just thinking through space logistics. So more to come on that one. The swaying is also good.

But I’ve only done it once. I’ve forgotten to do it. So keeping it real, I’ll put up a post it note for that one. 
And the ocular cardiac reflex, this is so brilliant. Be mindful of this one if you have contact lenses or if you’re 
wearing mascara. I, I did this a few times and uh, Make sure you just check if you’re wearing eye makeup 
that it’s still intact.
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It’s incredibly satisfying when you want to yawn after doing this one. Because it’s like, yes, it’s working! So 
give that one a try too. If you want all of these tips in a handy, uh, A4 size handout, I will post those on my 
Instagram, look for the podcast post on my grid, and I’ll send you a DM with that information if you want to 
print it out and keep it somewhere so that you don’t forget.

Now, to finish off, if you are new here, I end every episode with a brick of wisdom from our guest. A parting 
thought that they want to leave with you. Jen, what’s yours?

Jen: One of my favorite. Little, tiny, short quotes in the whole world. is nothing changes if nothing changes. 
And I don’t care if you’ve already heard it before, I’m going to tell you again, nothing changes if nothing 
changes. So on this episode, we’re talking about chronic illness. We’re talking about working too hard.

We’re talking about a brain that is stuck in survival mode, a body that is just following you through life. We’re 
talking about how can we implement. Just small changes to help make your life better. Guess what? All of 
this is to make your life better, better, is to help you feel better, to help you achieve even more greatness, to 
help you grow even more in your job, in your life, in your personal relationships.

And it’s not going to happen automatically. It’s not going to happen on its own. Change happens with 
change and you. You are the only person who can truly make that change happen.

Mandy: Your body is so darn glad that you listened to this episode. Thank you so much. And remember to 
check in from the neck down tomorrow morning. All of Jen Mann’s details are in the show notes, including 
her book and her Instagram handle and do check out the secret language of the body and have your neon 
highlighter at the ready.

Who came to mind as you were listening today? Maybe you’ve got a friend who’s always busy and 
knackered, or maybe you know somebody who’s on the edge of burnout, or maybe they have one of those 
frustrating, undiagnosed, or difficult to diagnose disorders involving exhaustion and chronic pain. Thank you 
in advance for sharing this episode.

This podcast grows by word of mouth recommendations from awesome people like you, so thank you for 
helping me to get it in the headphones of those that it would most benefit. And before you head back into 
your day to buy a spiky ball or to diarize some joy, please hit the follow button on Apple podcasts or Spotify 
so you never miss an episode.

I will keep the good stuff coming. As ever, thank you for listening and let’s do this all again in two weeks.


