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Physical education

Hacking your biology to soothe yourself at times of distress

Have you ever felt distressed - maybe you were upset and
crying or angry and storming around - and instinctively found
yourself doing something with your hands and body to help
yourself calm down? Some people curl into a tight ball when
sad or might rock back and forth, while the response to severe
pain, for instance, might be more unexpected, such as fainting.
There’s an excellent biologically designed reason behind
these reactions. The brain and body are connected and we
instinctively learn to use this connection to soothe ourselves
in times of distress. While emotions are patterns of neural
functioning (that is, they give rise to certain patterns in the
brain), they also have strong physiological influences in the
body and can change its chemistry. When psychologists work
with people experiencing mental-health difficulties or those
who are upset or agitated, they often work on building their
distress-tolerance capacities - the way in which they can settle
and soothe intense emotion when it arises. While some of the
techniques might be cognitive in nature (such as reframing
thoughts), others employ physiological and bodily cues.

Getting to the core

The main biological system utilised at times of distress is the
polyvagal system, which was first discussed in the mid-1990s

by American psychiatrist and neuroscientist Stephen W Porges
and developed from his experiments with the vagus nerve - this
is a large nerve that originates in the cranium and runs down
the body through all the main organ systems, including the
cardiac, pulmonary and digestive systems. It’s been suggested
that the vagus nerve is a central component of the emotional
management system and links closely to our capacity to prepare
for action and to soothe ourselves.

It ties in with the sympathetic nervous system (that is, the
activating part of the nervous system) and the parasympathetic
system (the part that helps to de-escalate and soothe) and
provides a bridge between brain and body, allowing us to finely
tune and manage responses. Increasing vagal activation often
prepares us for action (such as the flight part of the fight/flight
responses to threat). While it’s often been assumed that these
two parts of the central nervous system are separate, in reality
they interact, allowing us to closely manage our experiences
and maintain an optimal level of arousal.

While discussion often focuses on de-escalating and relaxing
(linked to decreased vagal tone), there’s also a need for activation
and arousal in order to engage and interact with the world. The
vagal system helps with this in several key responses. It supports

with immobilisation and freezing when we experience extreme
danger, as might occur during severe physical trauma. It also
supports with mobilisation (such as becoming active so we can
flee) and with building social cohesion and engagement.

When people have experienced traumatic events, this natural
process of modulating activation levels can disintegrate, as they
are habituated to experiencing extreme danger cues and might
instinctively perceive some where there are none. Or they might
default to coping in certain ways, such as freezing or dissociating
and detaching from reality. This process is often driven by the
vagus nerve and is beyond conscious control, leaving trauma
survivors overwhelmed by a deeply felt sense of danger. At these
times, cognitive distress-tolerance skills might be difficult to
access as the brain cannot reason and logically argue with itself
while in a state of extreme hyper-arousal or in fight/flight/freeze
mode. Learning to use bodily techniques to soothe (or activate)
yourself can help. They are designed to activate the vagus nerve
and provide a bottom-up way of managing emotion by hacking
the body to send messages to the brain.

More to learn

There are several techniques that can activate the vagus nerve
(see panel, overleaf, and page 0). It’s useful to experiment with

a few to see which work best for you. And it’s not just beneficial
at those times when you want to find a calm state. There might
also be occasions when you want to activate yourself, perhaps if
you're feeling low or lethargic.

Human biology is both intricate and fascinating, and we’re
always learning more about the connections between body and
mind. But what’s clear is that understanding how they hook up
can be used to our advantage — whether that’s to soothe or to
stimulate our emotions.
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Turn the page to explore ways of working with your biology
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BIOLOGICAL BENEFITS

Ahona’s tips for tapping into the brain-body connection

Breathwork. While it’s common to talk about taking a deep
breath when upset, therapists focus on a long and deep exhale,
as this calms the body.

One kind of controlled breath involves inhaling for the count
of four, holding for two, and exhaling for six. Taking in a slow
breath and allowing your abdomen to expand, holding, and
then gently and deeply releasing the breath is one of the most
potent ways to calm the body. This is good for calming anxiety,
managing a panic attack or creating space between yourself
and any distress you are feeling.

Box breathing is a similar technique. It involves a four (inhale),
four (hold), four (exhale) pattern.

For those prone to anxiety, practise a few minutes of
either type of breathwork daily, as this can reduce baseline
anxiety levels.

Temperature. People often speak of feeling hot when angry.
This is because the body is releasing a range of hormones

and preparing for a fight. Using cold as a counterweight can

be powerful. Options could include filling a basin full of iced
water and tipping your head forward into it, or placing an ice
pack on your forehead. Cold showers are also effective, though
require more work. Similarly, at times of distress, warmth can be
reassuring. A heat pack, hot bath or blanket can be comforting.
A mug of tea or hot chocolate will have similar effects.

Weighted tools. Many find weighted tools, such as lap blankets
or fluffy shoulder toys, calming. They work by using the feeling
of deep pressure (as you would get with a hug) to reduce vagal
activation, including dropping blood pressure and heart rate,
which typically rise during times of stress.

Olfaction. Sense of smell is another potent way of accessing

our biology. The olfactory nerve links directly to the emotional
processing and memory parts of the brain, which might explain
why certain smells can suddenly and powerfully bring on specific
memories or emotional states. Some smells are known for their
calming properties, such as lavender or camomile. Others can be
activating and help prepare you for action, such as citrus or mint.
Use scents that remind you of some of life’s good and happy
moments to soothe yourself in times of distress.

Movement. Biology can also help to lift the mood and spur you
into action. Again, simple things such as using smells selectively
(see above), can help. But loud singing, abandoned dancing,
rhythmic drumming, laughter and physical exercise, such as
walking, jumping or running on the spot, are powerful ways of
using the body to lift emotional space and mood.

Use the space on the right to explore what you could use to manage
your biology, then turn over for tips on putting it all into practice

TREATS FOR THE SENSES

Think about textures, temperatures, smells, tastes and sounds that you find calming, as well as those that make you feel pumped
and ready for action. You might consider pairing senses - for example, a smell (maybe lavender oil) and a sound (birdsong) that you
find relaxing. Use this space to list those that soothe as well as those that stimulate
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TRY IT OUT

Make a list of emotional trigger points or emotions that you find especially hard. Some examples might be:

‘| feel really sad when | think about my aunt who died.’
‘| get anxious when thinking of public speaking.’

Now, experiment with the techniques on the previous pages. Rate your level of distress before and after, on a scale
of one (very low) to 10 (very high). This will help to clarify which techniques and skills are most helpful with managing
distress. With practice, you will naturally default to using some of these techniques at various times, though you might
have to consciously remind yourself of them at first

Feelings of anxiety and anger at certain times are completely normal. If, however, they're affecting your daily life
or causing you ongoing distress, talk to your GP. Help and information is also available at mind.org.uk
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