Coping Skills for Hypoarousal: Evidence-Based Strategies

Understanding Hypoarousal States

Hypoarousal represents a state below the window of tolerance where the nervous system
becomes underactivated (Siegel, 2020). When in hypoarousal, individuals may experience
emotional numbness, cognitive fog, disconnection from the body, decreased motivation,
and a sense of "shutting down" (Ogden et al., 2006). This state often represents the nervous
system's protective response to overwhelming stress, consistent with polyvagal theory's
understanding of autonomic responses (Porges, 2011).

Immediate Activation Strategies

Sensory Stimulation
Research in sensory integration and nervous system regulation supports the use of
targeted sensory input to activate the underaroused nervous system (Ayres, 2005).
Effective techniques include:

e Cold therapy: ice cubes on wrists, cold compress on face, cold shower

e Aromatherapy with energizing scents (peppermint, citrus, eucalyptus)

e Textural stimulation: stress ball, fidget tools, different fabric textures

e Visual stimulation: bright colors, engaging videos, looking at nature

e Auditory activation: upbeat music, nature sounds, or white noise

Physical Activation
Van der Kolk (2014) emphasizes the importance of body-based interventions for trauma
recovery and nervous system regulation. Gentle movement strategies include:

e Gentle bouncing or swaying

e Arm swings and shoulder rolls

e« Dancing, even while seated

e Jumpingjacks or other cardio bursts

e Yoga poses that open the chest and increase energy

Cognitive Re-engagement Techniques
Structured Mental Activities
e Brain games, crossword puzzles, or sudoku
¢ Reading aloud to engage multiple senses
e Counting exercises (count backwards from 100 by 7s)
¢ Memory games or recall exercises
e Learning something new in small doses
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External Cognitive Supports
Given the cognitive difficulties associated with hypoarousal, external supports become
crucial (Siegel, 2010):

e Voice memos to capture thoughts

e Visual schedules and checklists

e Color-coding systems for organization

e Mind mapping for complex thoughts

e Using apps forreminders and structure

Relational and Social Coping

Co-regulation Strategies
The concept of co-regulation emphasizes how nervous systems regulate in relationship
with others (Porges, 2011). Strategies include:

o Sitting near others without pressure to interact

e Pettherapy or spending time with animals

¢ Watching others engage in activities

o Parallel activities (doing separate tasks in same space)

e Brief, low-pressure social check-ins

Communication Approaches
e Lettrusted people know you're in a hypoaroused state
Ask for gentle accountability without judgment
Request help with decision-making when needed
Use text or written communication if speaking feels difficult

Body-Based and Somatic Approaches

Nervous System Regulation
Somatic approaches recognize the body's central role in trauma recovery and regulation
(Levine, 1997; Ogden et al., 2006). Techniques include:

o Butterfly taps (bilateral stimulation)

e Havening techniques (self-soothing touch)

e Vagaltoning exercises (humming, gargling)

e Breathing techniques that slightly increase activation

e Progressive muscle tension followed by release

Embodiment Practices
Reconnecting with bodily sensations is essential for moving out of dissociative states (van
der Kolk, 2014):

¢ Body scanning to reconnect with physical sensations

e Gentle self-massage or using massage tools
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e Weighted blankets for proprioceptive input
e Rocking or swaying movements
e Grounding through feet connection to earth

Environmental and Lifestyle Supports

Environmental Modifications
Environmental factors significantly impact nervous system regulation (Siegel, 2020):
e Increase lighting (natural light preferred)
e Add colorful elements to surroundings
e Create more stimulating but not overwhelming spaces
e Usetemperature changes strategically
e Reduce clutter that may feel overwhelming

Nutritional Supports
e Protein-rich foods to support neurotransmitter function
e Complex carbohydrates for steady energy
e Avoid excessive caffeine (can worsen the crash)
e Stay hydrated but don't over-hydrate
e Consider B-vitamins and omega-3 support (with healthcare provider)

Long-term Regulation Strategies

Building Resilience
Long-term nervous system resilience requires consistent practice and awareness (Siegel,
2020):

o ldentify early warning signs of hypoarousal

e Develop a personalized "activation toolkit"

e Practice regulation skills when in optimal arousal

e Build relationships that support co-regulation

e Work with trauma-informed therapists when needed

Window of Tolerance Expansion
The ultimate goal is expanding one's window of tolerance through therapeutic intervention
and self-regulation practices (Ogden et al., 2006; Siegel, 2012):

e Gradual exposure to slightly activating experiences

¢ Mindfulness practices to increase body awareness

e Therapy modalities like EMDR, somatic experiencing, or neurofeedback

¢ Regular exercise to build nervous system flexibility

o Consistent sleep and routine to support baseline regulation

When to Seek Additional Support
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Professional intervention may be necessary when (van der Kolk, 2014):
e Hypoarousal states become frequent or prolonged
¢ Inability to function in daily activities
e Thoughts of self-harm or complete disconnection
e Substance use to cope with numbness
e Significantimpact on relationships or work

Conclusion

Moving out of hypoarousal requires a multi-faceted approach that addresses sensory,
cognitive, relational, and somatic dimensions. The key principle is gradual activation rather
than immediate high energy, with the goal of gently returning to one's window of tolerance
(Siegel, 2020). Individual nervous systems respond differently, making it essential to
develop a personalized toolkit of regulation strategies.
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