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Sensory Regulation

Human beings need to be in a calm, alert state in order to have access to our capacity 

to learn, develop and get the most out of life - just like this wise owl. Sensory regulation is 

about getting the balance just right.

If we are busy, busy like this 

bee, we may need sensory 

input that will down-regulate 

us.

If we are lethargic like this 

sloth, we may need sensory 

input that will up-regulate us.



Sensory Trauma: 
Autism, sensory 
difference and 
the daily 
experience of 
fear



The events experienced by 
Autistic people as painful, 
distressing or life threatening may 
not necessarily be the extreme 
events typically associated with 
trauma.

Sensory Trauma may arise from 
ordinary, everyday events, 
interactions and activities such as 
taking a shower, attending a 
meeting at work or going to the 
supermarket.



All of us live in unpredictable and 
everchanging environments.

For Autistic people, the potential for 
Sensory Trauma may be there all the 
time.

This may mean that the Autistic 
person you are alongside does not 
feel safe in their everyday 
environments, whether at school, at 
work or in a care setting.

They may be constantly alert and 
scanning their environment for 
potential threat.

Being physiologically activated in this 
way for sustained periods can affect 
the person’s mental and physical 
health in both the short and long 
term. 



Autistic people often spend their time in the company of other people 

and in busy environments. This means there may be frequent occasions 

for them to experience Sensory Trauma, for example whilst moving 

around a busy school environment, working in an office under 

fluorescent lighting or dealing with the smell of traffic fumes in town.



The frequency and 
ordinariness of events that may 
give rise to Sensory Trauma 
mean that such events might 
occur at any time and in any 
place over the course of the 
day.

In this way, the day-to-day 
lives of Autistic people are 
permeated by the 
expectation, anticipation, 
experience and effects of 
Sensory Trauma.



An event that causes an 

Autistic person to 

experience Sensory 

Trauma may be 

construed as harmless or 

inconsequential by non-

autistic people in the 

same environment, 

assuming, that is, they 

were aware of the 

event having occurred 

at all.



When an autistic person 

experiences the pain 

and distress of Sensory 

Trauma, their response is 

not due to an inability to 

cope nor is it an over-

reaction or evidence of 

their hypersensitivity.

Rather, their response is 

directly proportionate to 

their experience.





Fight?
Flight?
Freeze?





Co-regulation

Co-regulation is the reciprocal sending and 

receiving of signals of safety - a connection 

between two nervous systems, each 

nourishing and regulating the other.

In all types of relationship – familial, 

educational, therapeutic – co-regulation 

helps each person to maintain more 

effective self-regulation.

In order to effectively co-regulate with 

others, it is essential that we ourselves are 

regulated.
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