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     HANDOUT # 1
Autonomic Nervous System States Chart

Adapted by Eric Wolterstorff, Ph.D.
Originally devised by Peter Levine

Bibliography for Zoe’s presentation:

Craig, Gary. EFT for PTSD, Energy Psychology Press, Fulton, CA. 2008

Levine, Peter. Waking the Tiger, North Atlantic Books
Wolterstorff, Eric. Dissertation on Group Response to Threat
(see next page for description of body and emotional symptoms of these states)

Human Autonomic Nervous System States

0:  Base state:  Body is calm, relaxed, warm, alert. Life is calm. Work and rest happens easily. Autonomic nervous system is at base state. 

1:  Mild stress:  Active, vigilant state. Body might be hot, itchy, tight, uncomfortable, heart beat might be up a bit. Life is mildly stressful. Driving in rush hour traffic. Work happens in this state. Rest might be difficult—trouble falling asleep, or calming down. 

2:  High stress:  Hyper-alert, panicky, hysterical or raging, a full fight or flight response. Body is extremely uncomfortable; experiences might include feeling of burning, very itchy, constriction, severe cramping, fast heart beat, shaking or trembling. Rapid thoughts, rapidly changing and extreme emotions. Happens when fighting or fleeing, on roller coaster, in some peak athletic performances, on a battlefield or in some other potentially explosive situation. Rest is very difficult. 

3:  Mild trauma—dull and depressed: Somewhat of a stupor or fog with an underlying feeling of panic or hysteria. Body might feel heavy or fatigued, sensations of simultaneous hot and cold, coolness, tingling, numbness, shaking or trembling. This state is appropriate to a situation when the best solution might be to be passive, so that an attacker might be less aggressive. E.g., when a cat is playing with a mouse, if the mouse scampers, the cat will pounce. If the mouse is still, the cat may become bored and leave. This state also is appropriate after a trauma when it is important to rest and gather one’s energy for a sudden outburst.

4:  Severe trauma—disconnection:  Is perceived as empty, flat or boring—if perceived at all. Body might experience lack of sensations, thoughts and emotions. Beneath this occasionally arise profound despair, dread or terror—eruptions of fragments of #3 mild trauma state or the #2 severe stress state. Experience is of emptiness, numbness, void. Blank, foggy, spacey, distorted vision or foggy vision, maybe slight sensations of hot and cold simultaneously, numbness, shaking, vibrating, along with sudden appearances of  states #3 or #2. This state is appropriate to a perceived threat that is not only overwhelming, as in a mildly traumatized state, but where no solution is imaginable. The mere memory of the traumatic event is overwhelming. Any conscious connection to the event would be self-destructive, so the partial disconnection of the three different parts of consciousness is extended and complete. 
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