Interoception Support:
Strategies and Supports
for Connecting to Emotions

Supports for interoception can be grouped into three levels.

e Level 1: Supports for Body Awareness (Noticing)

e Level 2: Supports to Connect to Emotions

e Level 3: Supports for Regulation

This document explores strategies and supports for Level 2: Connect to Emotions.

Once there is a growing awareness of body signals, connecting those signals to a feeling or emotion
is an important step. It is necessary to have an understanding of the feeling before identifying the
action associated with the feeling. This is the Connecting to Emotions level. Below are ideas for
supporting this level of interoception.

Strategy One: Make No Assumptions

Make no assumptions about what someone else is feeling. Everyone’s experiences are unique. Does
a smile always mean happiness? When someone is curled up on the couch with closed eyes does it
always indicate tiredness? If someone eats everything they can get their hands on, can we assume
they are hungry? The answer to each of these is a resounding “no”! It is the process of interoception
that helps us connect body signals to emotions and actions. Interoception is required to recognize
the feelings in the body that indicate a state of anger or happiness, which then are connected to

an emotion label. If a person does not recognize the body signals of emerging anxiety or fear, she
might look quite calm with a smile on her face, but assigning happiness to this person would not

be accurate.

So, the foundational strategy is simple. Make no assumptions about what someone else is feeling.
Everyone’s experiences are unique and should be validated. Be curious about what someone might
be feeling using strategies that help uncover the unique qualities of the experience so that you are
able to then help the person connect accurate words and meaning.

Strategy Two: Feeling Words are Abstract

Making no assumptions about what someone is feeling should also influence our choice of words.
Feeling words are abstract until the person is able to connect a word to their experience. Avoid
using your own feeling words to describe someone else’s experience. Your feeling words are based
on your own experiences which may be very different from others’ experiences. This means that we
should avoid the use of feeling words until they are validated by the youth and it is clear that the
word is accurate. For example, labeling someone as being “mad” because they are kicking and
punching is likely based on your own experiences and actions. Instead, this could be an expression
of fear, frustration, hunger, excitement, happiness, or pain. This strategy reminds us to be cautious
with using feeling words until the youth is able to confirm the meaning of their unique experience.
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Strategy Three: Describe and Comment

Instead of using feeling words that may be inaccurate, provide objective information for the person
to use to better understand the body signals and what they mean. By describing the situation and
your observations, the person gains more information to improve interoception awareness. Example
of commenting and describing include:

*  "“Your face is red, your forehead feels warm when | touch it, and you did not want to eat
breakfast. Your temperature is 101 degrees. | wonder how your body feels.”

e "l noticed you talking to your friends before you came inside. Now your voice is louder than
normal, you are walking fast, stomping your feet, and bouncing your shoulder on the wall.
| wonder if something happened with your friends that made you want to give your body
pressure.” (Exploring this may result in discovering feelings such as anger, nervousness,
excitement, or other emotions).

e After school you notice a youth in her room. Without intruding you might comment, “You are all
snuggled up on the glider with your furry heated lap pad, a heavy pillow, and your phone. And |
see you are chewing gum. These things always make me feel calmer when | have had a stressful
day. | wonder if school was stressful and what that felt like"”.

Strategy Four: Attach Body Signal Directly to Action

At times, it may be best to connect the awareness of the body signals to an action without focusing
on the emotion. This might be when there is significant dysregulation and focusing on body
signals and feelings is too difficult for the person. Learn more about this strategy in the document,
Interoception Support: Strategies and Supports for Regulation.
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