
Support for humans  

under abnormal stress 

Grounded + integrative practices 

For people exposed to sustained political stress, 
confrontation, or moral injury 

 
            

The guide IS for: 

●​ Immediate nervous system stabilization under real or perceived threat 
●​ Help with moral injury, vigilance, and exhaustion 
●​ Recovery from activation (sirens, crowds, confrontation, media saturation) 

This guide IS NOT for: 

●​ People seeking mental health treatment, trauma therapy, or intensive processing 
●​ Anyone in acute crisis or needing ongoing or emergency clinical or medical care 

NOTE: If you are in crisis or need immediate support, call or text the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at 
9-8-8. If this is an emergency, call 911 or go to the nearest ER. 
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PRACTICING 

Signs You’re Functioning but Overloaded 
​ Irritability 
​Scanning 
​Fatigue 
​Reduced tolerance 
​Numb focus 
​Sleep disruption 

Practices to Reduce Activation (10–90 seconds) 
Micro-regulation tools for breath, muscle, gaze, and orientation. Five brief, micro-regulation 
practices for physiological relief. 

1. Physiological Sigh (30–60 seconds) 

What: Quickly reduces carbon dioxide and signals safety to the nervous system 

●​ Inhale through the nose. 
●​ Without exhaling, take a short second sip of air. 
●​ Slow, long exhale through the mouth. 
●​ Repeat 2–3 times. 

When: After sudden spikes (sirens, upsetting headlines, tense conversations) 

 

2. Muscle Drop Scan (45–90 seconds) 

What: Releases bracing that keeps threat physiology running 

●​ Briefly tense shoulders → release. 
●​ Jaw → release. 
●​ Hands → release. 
●​ Belly → release. 
●​ Let breath return to normal. 

Key point: You are not “relaxing,” you are stopping unconscious holding 
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3. Orienting With Your Eyes (30–60 seconds) 

What: Tells the brain the current environment is not dangerous 

●​ Slowly move your eyes (not your head) and name: 
○​ 3 colors you see 
○​ 2 solid objects 
○​ 1 distant point 

●​ Keep breathing normally. 

Why: Threat narrows visual focus; widening it reduces alarm signals 

 

4. Extended Exhale Breathing (60–90 seconds) 

What: Activates the parasympathetic response through vagal pathways 

●​ Inhale 4 counts 
●​ Exhale 6–8 counts 
●​ Repeat 6–8 cycles 

Use: You feel wired but not panicked; good for sleep transitions 

 

5. Weight and Contact Reset (30–60 seconds) 

What: Reorients the body to gravity and support 

●​ Press feet firmly into the floor. 
●​ Notice the chair or surface holding you. 
●​ Gently push hands into thighs or armrests for 5 seconds, release, repeat. 

Effect: Shifts attention from vigilance to physical stability  
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Meaning Integration 

Stop reliving events or debating in your head 
 
Brief exercises help your mind regain a sense of coherence after intense moments, without 
replaying events or getting pulled into mental debates that keep the body on alert. 
 

●​ Then / Now Orientation​
 Quietly say: “That was then. This is now.”​
 Look around and name three present-moment details. This helps the brain register that 
the activating situation is over.​
 

●​ What Helped Me Through​
 Name one concrete support (a person, an action, a decision you made).​
 This restores a sense of continuity and agency without replaying events.​
 

●​ One True Sentence​
 Complete: “What I know for sure right now is…”​
 Keep it factual and current (e.g., “I am home,” “I handled what was in front of me”). 
Avoid analysis.​
 

●​ Values Check, Not Arguments​
 Ask: “Did I act in a way that fits my values as best I could at the time?”​
 This supports moral coherence without getting pulled into counterfactual debates.​
 

●​ Next Small Normal Thing​
 Identify one ordinary next step (tea, shower, walk, email, sleep).​
 Signals to the nervous system that life is continuing and structure is returning. 

 

This kind of integration works best when it stays simple and present-focused. Rather than 
revisiting what occurred, the emphasis is on noticing what is true now: you are here, the 
immediate threat has passed, and your system can begin to stand down. Brief statements of 
orientation (“This moment is different from what just happened”) or naming what helped you get 
through can be enough to restore continuity without reopening the experience.​
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UNDERSTANDING 

1. Why Your Body Is Still on Alert 
When stress is ongoing, the body doesn’t get a clear signal that danger has passed. 
Even without immediate threats, your system can stay in a low-grade defensive mode. 

​Sustained threat, vigilance, and moral strain keep the 
nervous system activated 

2. Activation vs. Trauma 
Activation is the body’s normal response to pressure and uncertainty. It can feel intense, 
but it often settles when the nervous system gets consistent signals of safety and 
stability. 

​ Common, human, and more reversible than clinical trauma 

3. Signs You’re Functioning but Overloaded 
Many people stay productive while running on depleted reserves. These signs are cues 
that your system needs recovery, not that something is “wrong” with you. 

​Irritability, scanning, fatigue, reduced tolerance, numb focus, 
sleep disruption among others 

4. What Actually Calms a Stressed Nervous System 
When the body is activated, thinking your way out rarely works. Physical signals of 
safety—breath, muscle release, orientation—are what tell the system it can stand down. 

​Reasoning, reassurance, and “positive thinking” don’t work 
when physiology is driving 
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5. Regulation Before Meaning 
Trying to make sense of things while activated often increases agitation. Once the body 
settles, clarity and perspective are much easier to access. 

​Calm comes before reflection, decision-making, or 
perspective 

6. When the Environment Keeps Re-Triggering You 
You may not be able to avoid all stressors, but you can reduce their cumulative impact. 
Small changes in exposure and recovery time can make a significant difference. 

​Reduce stimulation without withdrawing from the world 

7. Moral Strain and Exhaustion 
When people feel trapped between values, obligations, and limits, the body carries that 
conflict as tension and fatigue. This kind of strain requires restoration, not just coping. 

​Values conflict and helplessness affect the body—not just 
emotions 

8. Rebuilding Capacity, Not Just Calming Down 
Recovery isn’t only about feeling calmer in the moment. It’s also about gradually 
restoring your ability to think, connect, and engage without overload. 

​Return to flexibility, curiosity, and social bandwidth 

9. What Helps vs. What Backfires During Recovery 
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Pushing through, over-analyzing, or constant distraction can keep the stress cycle 
going. Supportive practices are those that shorten recovery time, not just get you 
through the day. 

​Common strategies that prolong activation 
 

10. After Calm: Deciding What’s Next 
Once your system is steadier, you can assess what you want to re-engage with and 
what needs limits. Decisions made from regulation tend to be more sustainable. 

​When to start thinking about engagement, limits, and energy 
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USING THIS GUIDE 
These practices can be used individually, in pairs, or in brief group settings. They work best 
when repeated regularly, especially during periods of ongoing stress. 

​Brief group sessions or self practice routines.  
 

WHEN TO SEEK MORE SUPPORT 
If symptoms persist, worsen, or interfere with daily functioning, additional support may be 
needed. Ongoing distress, panic, dissociation, or loss of safety are signs to seek clinical or 
medical care. Signals that regulation support isn’t enough— 

​When seeking clinical care may be appropriate 
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