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When the Nervous System is in a State of Hypoarousal

As a grief and trauma counselor, | often use the Window of Tolerance (Dr. Dan Siegel)
to help clients understand how the nervous system responds to overwhelming
experiences. This model illustrates the optimal zone in which we can function and
process emotions effectively. When we are within our window, we feel grounded,
present, and able to cope with stress. However, trauma, prolonged stress, and loss can
push us outside this window.

Hypoarousal is one side of this spectrum—it’s the “shut down” state. In hypoarousal,
we may feel numb, disconnected, fatigued, or foggy. It’s the body’s way of conserving
energy when it perceives threat or overwhelm. This state can feel like depression or
detachment from life and loved ones. While it is a natural and protective response,
staying in this state for too long can prevent healing and connection.

The following strategies are designed to help gently stimulate your system and bring
you back into your Window of Tolerance. These tools aim to re-engage the body and
mind, helping you reconnect with the present moment, increase energy, and support
emotional regulation.

1. Grounding Techniques

+ Sensory Stimulation: Engage your senses actively. Use a strong scent like peppermint
oil, touch something with an interesting texture, or listen to loud, upbeat music to bring
yourself into the present moment.

« Cold or Hot Sensations: Hold a cold pack or a hot cup of tea, or take a warm shower to
reawaken your body's sensations and bring you back into the moment.



+ Smelling Essential Oils: Use stimulating essential oils like peppermint, eucalyptus, or
citrus. Smell is one of the fastest ways to activate the thinking brain, helping you to feel
more alert and engaged.

2. Breathing Exercises

* Energizing Breath: Try rapid, shallow breaths, such as "Breath of Fire" (short, fast
breaths in and out through the nose) to increase energy levels and break through feelings
of lethargy.

* Deep Belly Breathing: Inhale deeply into your belly and exhale forcefully, focusing on
the expansion and contraction of your abdomen to help energize and ground yourself.

3. Movement and Physical Activity

- Dynamic Exercises: Engage in quick, vigorous exercises like jumping jacks, dancing, or a

brisk walk. The goal is to get your heart rate up and re-energize your body. « Shake it Out:

Shake your hands, arms, legs, and whole body to release stagnant energy and stimulate your

nervous system.

+ Cold Water Immersion: Submerge your hands or face in cold water, or even take a brief
cold shower. This can jolt your nervous system and increase alertness.

4. Mindful Awareness

* Body Scan Meditation: Focus on each part of your body, starting from your toes and
moving upwards. Notice any sensations, even if they are faint, and try to bring your
awareness fully to each part.

* Mindful Movements: Engage in slow, deliberate movements, such as Tai Chi or slow
walking, focusing intently on the sensations of each movement.

5. Engagement with Environment

+ Change of Scenery: Move to a different location, ideally one with natural light or fresh
air, to shift your mental state. Sometimes, simply changing your environment can help
boost your energy and awareness.

» Interaction with Objects: Pick up objects around you and examine them closely. Focus
on their texture, temperature, and weight to reconnect with your surroundings.
6. Cognitive Activation

* Puzzles and Games: Engage in mentally stimulating activities like puzzles, brain games,
or crosswords to activate your mind and pull yourself out of a hypoaroused state. « Set a
Small Goal: Choose a simple task that you can complete quickly, like organizing a small



space or writing a short list. Completing a task can help you feel more engaged and alert.

7. Social Interaction

+ Reach Out: Talk to someone you trust, even if it’s just a brief check-in. Social
connection can help you feel more present and engaged.

+ Group Activities: Participate in a group activity, even virtually. The energy of others can
help lift you out of a hypoaroused state.

8. Creative Expression

« Artistic Activities: Engage in creative activities like drawing, painting, or playing an
instrument. These can stimulate your senses and bring you into a more engaged state. *
Journaling: Write about your current state, even if it feels difficult. Sometimes
expressing your feelings in writing can help bring you back to a more aware and
connected state.

9. Stimulating Senses

« Listening to Stimulating Music: Play upbeat, rhythmic music to energize yourself.
Music can directly influence your mood and energy levels, making it a powerful tool to
counter hypoarousal.

« Chewing Crunchy Foods: Eat crunchy foods like carrots, apples, or nuts. The act of
chewing can stimulate your brain, helping to increase alertness and presence.

These strategies provide a variety of ways to stimulate both the body and mind, helping you
move from a state of hypoarousal to one of greater awareness and engagement.



