Changing Social Interactions by Changing Physiology
When to use: when feeling “neurotically” anxious, intimidated, tearful, fearful, unconfident, bullied, or generally “wobbly”!
· Our bodies are hardwired with a special regulatory system for safety in the presence of others. This social safety system calms and relaxes us.  

· We have another regulatory system for defending against threats and for exciting us. This defensive threat system alerts and arouses us, and makes us more “emotional”.  

· When our social safety system is on, our defensive threat system is off or muted. We can’t be simultaneously relaxed and angry, or afraid and content at the same time, or at once excited and calm. 
·    The good news is that when stressed or anxious, we can turn our social safety system on, and our defensive threat system off by engaging in behaviors which our brain naturally links to safety.  
· When the social safety system is activated, we feel open, flexible, and relaxed; we are more likely to want to engage in conversation, to explore, play, and socialize — it’s our friendly state. Thus, we don’t have to think our way out of anxiety; we can do our way out.  

· So if you want to feel less tension, let your body do the work!  
Practise These Skills  

· Use the Big Three + 1. (Practise this in the mirror first.) When threatened or tense, our facial muscles naturally become frozen and we lose our ability to flexibly communicate via facial expressions. By deliberately moving our facial muscles, we send a safety signal to our brain that says, “There is no threat here.” 
Here’s what you do - lean back in your chair (if seated – that’s the +1), take a slow deep breath, make a closed-mouth smile, and make an eyebrow wag (i.e. subtly twitch your eyebrows up then down again.)
· Use big, expansive, fluid gestures with open hands and arms, rather than keeping your arms and hands close to your body.  
· Move your facial muscles. In front of a mirror at home or elsewhere, when alone, practise tensing, releasing, and stretching your facial muscles. Exaggerate your facial expressions. Make your eyebrows go up and down; then scrunch your eyes together; pucker your mouth; then stretch your lips as wide as they can go, open your mouth and eyes as wide as they can go, stick out your tongue as far as it can go; then raise your eyebrows and stretch all of these muscles as much as you can at the same time. Now close your eyes as hard as you can and scrunch up all of the muscles in your face, and tense them all as hard as you can, then release. Tense and release as many different facial muscles as you can! Repeat whenever possible throughout your day.  

· Deliberately breathe more deeply and slowly; use long, slow exhalations. Purposely exhale longer than normal. Slow your rate of breathing to six breaths per minute; on in-breath, focus on raising the belly, not the chest.  

· Deliberately tense and relax large muscle groups. Start with your toes and feet, then to legs and torso, then to your arms and neck, and then to your facial muscles. Tense each set of muscles, hold the tension, then slowly release the tension and notice the difference.  

· Use touch, deep pressure, massage and hugs. Practise touching or hugging soft objects (furry pets, soft toys, downy pillows, cashmere scarves, lambs wool or sheepskin garments, fleece blankets, cotton sheets); lightly stroke your face and neck; massage the muscles of your face, scalp, and neck. Locate the spot directly beneath the beginning of each eyebrow in the uppermost corner of each eye socket; use both thumbs to press this spot in an upward direction, and notice what happens. Wrap yourself tightly in blankets or towels (swaddling), or get into a bed of heavy blankets. Place a small heavy beanbag or sandbag over your forehead and thighs — notice what happens. Hug yourself by crossing both arms over your upper chest until your hands can reach your upper back, then rock your body slowly back and forth. Rub your tummy in a clockwise direction. Wrap a hot water bottle in a towel, lie on the floor, and place a cushion under each knee, then place the hot water bottle over your stomach — notice what happens. Gently, but firmly, press the space in between the webbing of your thumb and pointer finger — notice what happens. Have a go on a massaging machine or vibrating/massaging chair. Take a warm bath or shower; use the jet sprays in hot tubs to massage your back and neck. If you have a partner or friend to practise with, ask for a neck or foot massage; ask for a hug and squeeze firmly — practise hugging each day, if possible. Lie down on the floor and allow your friend to gently support your head in his or her hands; then, with your fingers, gently rub the point directly above the bridge of your nose adjacent to each eyebrow. Experiment with using the sensation of touch — be creative — and incorporate touch into each day.  

· Chewing and eating food. When anxious, our bodies are tense and ready for action. Our brain associates eating and chewing with resting and digesting, not fleeing or fighting. Chewing moves the muscles of the face linked to social safety. It is difficult to swallow when really upset; chewing and swallowing food naturally calms the body. Look for your favorite calming foods (for example, a cup of tea and a biscuit) and incorporate these into everyday living. Carry sugar-free chewing gum, chewy sweets/toffee, or snack bars with you. When stressed, rather than restricting intake, start chewing and moving those facial muscles.  

· Sounds — human voice, white noise, birdsong, forest noises, fire crackling, babbling brooks, rivers and lapping waves of open water. When stressed, listen to sounds that you find calming or soothing and/or recordings of the human voice, or even music(!) that you find activates your social safety system. Avoid listening to music that is disturbing, or exciting, or reminds you of work.  

· Vision — looking at photos of landscapes, of people or pets that you love. You can activate your social safety system by gazing at pictures linked to warmth, expansion, or a sense of peace. Use pictures you can carry with you and look at when you feel threatened or tense. As you gaze, breathe deeply and notice what happens.  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