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What is Low Arousal?

• Developed in the late 1980s as an approach to managing crisis
situations

• ‘In the moment’ crisis management – e.g. avoid making
demands, be aware of non-verbal cues etc

• Practitioners often inadvertently trigger situations or make
them worse

• Reflective Practice - Looking at ourselves first and the individual
second



The Original Definition 

" Attempts to alter staff behaviour by 
avoiding confrontational situations and 

seeking the path of least resistance”

(McDonnell, Reeves, Johnson & Lane, 1998: p164) 



Low Arousal in Practice

• Minimise verbal interaction

• Reduce environmental arousal (e.g. noise, light, heat 
and other people)

• Be aware of non-verbal cues (space, gesture, speed of 
movement, touch) 

• Be aware of your beliefs around behaviour

• Be reflective 



What is a Low Arousal Practitioner?

• Passionate about enabling meaningful and 
happy lives for the people they support

• Against restraint, seclusion, use of 
sanctions

• Manage behaviours first – long-term, 
ongoing support



Character Strengths

• Positive psychologists such as Professor Martin 
Seligman have helped to promote the idea of character 
strengths

• Strengths-based approaches concentrate on 24 
character strengths

• Ryan Niemiec has argued for strengths-based 
therapeutic  approaches 

• Quick 15 minute character test: www.viacharacter.org
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Who Can Be A Low Arousal Practitioner?

• What are the main characteristics of a good low 
arousal practitioner?

• What are their values?

• What are their character strengths?

• How can we recognise a low arousal practitioner?

• What are the features of a low arousal practitioner you 
work with?



Character Strengths in Low Arousal

• Compassion

• Forgiveness

• Bravery

• Self regulation 

• Honesty

• Social intelligence

• Fairness



Understanding Stress



Stress and Trauma 

• A stress response is triggered when the demands of a
stressor outweigh the body’s coping response (i.e. fight,
flight or freeze)

• Distressed individuals are more vigilant of threats

• Can perceive harmless stressors as a major threat to
their safety

• As an individual’s stress reduces, they become less
vigilant to future threats



Control

We often try to over-control behaviours 



The Battle for Control

• They are trying to wind me up

• They are doing it deliberately

• They know what they are doing

• They could stop if they wanted

• They can think through their actions

• They are trying to make me feel bad

• They know the best time to be challenging

*Adapted from the Controllability Beliefs Scale (Dagnan et al., 2013) 



Overcontrol: Rules and Sanctions

• If you believe a person has control over their 
behaviour, this will increase your fear and decrease 
your tolerance 

• This can lead to increased use of sanctions and 
restrictions

• Seeing the person as stressed and traumatised may 
help empathic understanding. Ask yourself, “How are 
they feeling?”



Empathy 

• Some people can struggle to empathise

• This can be due to past experiences, not learning the
necessary skills, or neuro-developmental conditions

• Practitioners can also struggle to empathise with the
individuals they work with

• The Double Empathy Problem (Milton, 2012)



Fear



Fear

• Fear is a physical and emotional response to an object, person or 
situation that can often lead to panic

• Some behaviours of concern can evoke powerful fear responses 
within us

• People who support individuals in community settings may 
sometimes feel isolated which can increase their fear at work 
(Rippon et al. 2020)

• Understanding our own fear is critical to the low arousal 
approach



Courage

• The opposite of fear is confidence and courage

• Acting calm and confident when you are scared can 
reduce crisis situations

• Training in managing challenging behaviour has been 
associated with increasing people’s confidence 
(McDonnell, 2010; Allen & Tynan, 2002) 



Anger



Anger

• Anger has survival value, and is an emotion that can be
helpful to us in certain situations (Rodgers, 2014)

• We often find ourselves involved in making decisions
about risk and safety

• Our own emotional framework can greatly influence
this process, so it is important that people are fully
aware of their own emotional state



Acceptance and Understanding

• When we are supporting people who are highly
distressed, we may be exposed to a whole range of
abusive behaviours

• Sometimes we must accept the complexity of a
situation, and that we cannot control that person’s
behaviour

• We may sometimes have to avoid personalising what
a person has said to us, and accept that the person is
stressed or traumatised



Immediate Crisis Management

‘If you can keep your head when all about you are 
losing theirs’ - Rudyard Kipling, If 

• Appear calm 

• Slow down

• Be aware of your breathing 

• Remove direct eye contact and physical contact 

• Reduce verbal and environmental demands



Remove Onlookers

• Removing onlookers is a powerful crisis
management tool

• It can be traumatising (and sometimes exciting) for
people to witness verbal and physical aggression

• This adds arousal to an already dysregulated
situation

• Classrooms in particular can be disrupted by
challenging behaviour



Avoiding Verbal Arguments

• Avoiding arguments can be extremely difficult and
significantly challenging to do in practice

• The Low Arousal mantra: ‘When in doubt, shut your
mouth. If you’re not sure, walk out the door’

• People tend to over-engage emotionally

• Do you ever feel the urge to ‘win’ everyday arguments?



Beware of Non-Verbal Cues



Non-Verbal Cues



Avoid Physical Contact

• Human touch can have both calming and 
excitatory effects

• When a person is hyper-aroused, touch can 
have a negative effect

• Be aware of your movements and how they 
are could be perceived



Keep Your Distance 

• Someone who is highly stressed will perceive 
your movements as threatening 

• Avoid entering their space

• Remove yourself from their immediate line of 
sight if you can

• Gestures and touch may be perceived differently 
by highly stressed people 







Planned Escape 

• Giving people space physically also gives them 
more choices and a feeling of control

• Allow planned escape as a strategy

• People feel less trapped and stressed in open 
spaces



Reflective Practice
• Debriefing is essential 

• Emotional support should be available for everyone 
involved in an incident 

• Contextualising behaviours is important to understand 
what they are communicating (e.g. using a Post-Incident 
Reaction Plan)

• Avoid making decisions when people are still emotional 
or stressed after an incident 



Re-Engagement

• Re-engaging with someone who has physically 
or emotionally harmed you can be hard 

• Try to avoid recriminations and be empathic 

• Debrief and be reflective 

• Address your fears and hesitations



It’s About ‘Us’ Not ‘Them’

• We inadvertently trigger situations

• A reflective practitioner learns and adapts

• Low Arousal Approaches can really help with 
restraint reduction

• Requires culture change 



Studio 3 Low Arousal Training

• Due to the Covid-19 crisis, our behaviour 
management training has moved online

• Live, interactive training for small groups is 
available for all of our courses

• Coaching and ongoing support is also provided 
on a case by case basis



Next Free Webinar

Tuesday 7th April, 
3pm GMT

Gareth Morewood on 
Low Arousal 
Approaches in 
Education 



Visit studio3.org to order The Reflective 
Journey, or for more information on our 

services

Thanks for watching!


