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Caring for the Caregiver Nervous System
You don’t need to always be calm to be a good caregiver. You need support, safety, and permission to be human. Nervous system care is about helping your body feel safe enough to get through the moment. It is not about controlling emotions, forcing calm, or doing things “right.” Regulation looks different for different bodies. Use what helps and skip what doesn’t.

Quick Supports (30 seconds–5 minutes)

Breath (Optional, Not Required)
· Take one slow exhale (longer out than in)
· Place a hand on your chest or belly and breathe naturally
· Count 3 things you can see while breathing normally
· Skip breath work entirely if it increases distress

Body-Based Regulation
· Sit down or lie flat (horizontal can help overwhelmed systems)
· Drop shoulders and unclench jaw
· Press feet firmly into the floor or bed
· Stretch only the part of your body that feels tight
· Rock, sway, pace, or gently move
· Allow stimming (tapping, rubbing fabric, fidgeting)
· Movement and stillness are both regulation.

Sensory Support (Choose one sense at a time and If a sensory tool “should” help but doesn’t, discard it. )
Touch
· Weighted blanket, heavy hoodie, or firm pressure
· Hand on chest, thighs, or back
· Comfort object or fidget
Sound
· Noise-canceling headphones or earplugs
· Brown noise, rain, or silence
· One familiar song on repeat
Visual
· Dim lights or close eyes
· Look at one predictable object or pattern
· Reduce visual clutter in one small space only
Temperature
· Cool water on face or neck
· Warm drink held in both hands
· Step outside briefly
If a sensory tool “should” help but doesn’t, discard it.

Micro-Moments of Safety
· Say quietly: “I’m safe right now.”
· Sit before responding
· Put phone face down for one minute
· Pause problem-solving
· Let yourself not fix anything for 60 seconds
· Pausing is not failing.

Cognitive Supports for Busy or Tangled Minds
· Name the state, not the story: “This is overwhelm.” “This is shutdown.”
· Use fewer words: “Pause.” “Later.” “One thing.”
· Write one sentence only (no journaling required)
· Set reminders instead of holding everything in your head
· Lower demands before adding coping strategies
Connection (Without Pressure)
· Sit near someone without talking
· Parallel play with your child
· Make eye contact and smile
· Send a one-word or emoji text to a safe person
· Pet an animal or watch a child or pet breathe
· Place a hand on your child’s back or your own and breathe
· Connection does not require conversation.

When You’re Near Shutdown or Meltdown
· Stop problem-solving
· Reduce language (yours and others’)
· Lower lights, noise, and expectations
· Cancel or postpone nonessential tasks
· Choose containment over calm (quiet, dark, pressure)
· Decide later. Nothing urgent needs clarity right now
· Safety first. Regulation second. Decisions last.

Daily Nervous System Care (No Extra Time Required)
· Eat something with protein or fat
· Drink water you actually like.  (Try options: sparkling, flat, flavored)
· Take medications and supplements consistently
· Build one predictable routine (same mug, same chair, same show)
· Go to bed 10–15 minutes earlier when possible
· Schedule recovery time after social or sensory demands

Permission Slips (For All Caregivers)
· You are allowed to sit instead of stand
· You are allowed to respond later
· You are allowed to ask for help
· You are allowed to accommodate yourself
· Rest is not a reward; it’s essential care
· Your nervous system is not broken. It is responsive to the demands you are facing.
Caregivers carry a lot emotionally, physically, and neurologically. Supporting your nervous system is not selfish or indulgent. It is foundational care that allows you to keep showing up with presence, connection, and compassion for yourself and your family.
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