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Objectives

Explore the link between 
autonomic dysfunction and ASD

Learn body-based techniques to 
improve emotion regulation



Autonomic Dysfunction



Autonomic 
Nervous System

Sympathetic 
(Fight/Flight)

Parasympathetic 
(Rest/Digest)





Breath and 
Heart Rate 
Exercise



Autonomic Dysfunction … It’s Everywhere! 

IN RESEARCH IN THERAPY IN MEDICINE



Measuring 
Autonomic 
Dysfunction 



In Therapy

Emotion regulation as a primary 
concern

Tantrums 

Internalizing symptoms (anxiety, 
depression)



In Medicine

Examples: clonidine, propranolol, 
guanfacine

Mechanism of action  

Improvements in aggression, 
irritability, anxiety, self-injurious 
behavior, sleep…  



Bonus Barrier: 
Interoception
Challenges & 
Alexithymia 



A Foundation for 
Intervention: 
Polyvagal Theory



The Vagus
Nerve



Top-Down

Bottom-Up

20%

80%



Top-Down 
Approaches

Meaning making

Change unhelpful thoughts -> 
change behaviors

Examples 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Shortcomings 



Bottom-Up 
Approaches



Movement 
for healing 
in many 
cultures

Yoga 

Tai chi & qigong

Drumming

Martial arts 

Capoeira 



3 autonomic states

Safety Fight/Flight Freeze



1st : notice sensations

2nd : label feelings

What State Am I In? 
Learning the 

Signals







Moving out of 
Freeze

Touch 
Rhythmic 

movement

5-4-3-2-1 Heat



Moving out of 
Fight/Flight

Any long, slow exhale

“Voo” sound 

Cold exposure

Bilateral stimulation 

Jin Shin Jyutsu poses 



Increasing 
Vagal Tone 

Ear massage

Gargling

Humming

Singing

Go outside!

Exercise

Probiotics 



“Sideways Approach”

Mindfulness 

Attention to body sensations + observe their 
impermeable nature

Examples:
Dr. Dan Siegel’s Wheel of Awareness 

Acceptance & Commitment Therapy 



Closing 
Thoughts
“There is a voice that doesn’t 
use words. Listen.” - Rumi
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