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Important note

This resource is intended to support understanding and good practice in neuro-inclusive workplace
design. It provides general guidance and does not constitute legal, medical, or clinical advice.

Organisations should apply the principles in line with their own policies, regulatory obligations, and
professional judgement.



Shutdown and overwhelm aren’t personal failures.
They’re protective nervous-system responses that happen when too much has
been carried for too long.

This guide is here to help you understand the pattern, so you can respond with
care instead of pressure.

You don’t need to fix yourself.
You need to reduce threat and load.

First: a grounding note

If you're already overwhelmed or shut down:

e You don't need to read this all at once
e Skim, pause, come back later
e Nothing here is mandatory

Understanding can wait.
Safety comes first.

What overwhelm actually is

Overwhelm happens when your nervous system receives more input than it can
process.

This input might include:

sensory information (noise, light, movement)

emotional load (conflict, expectations, pressure)
cognitive demand (decisions, instructions, multitasking)
social monitoring (masking, being “on”)

time pressure or unpredictability

When the load exceeds capacity, your system doesn’t debate.
It protects.

What shutdown is (and isn’t)

Shutdown is not:

o laziness
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avoidance

e giving up

o disinterest

e manipulation
Shutdown is:

e a biological brake
e aconservation response
e away to stop further harm

It often shows up when:

« fight or flight didn’t resolve the situation
e escape wasn’t possible
« rest was delayed too long

Your system chooses less movement, less input, less engagement.

That’s intelligence... not weakness.

Common shutdown and overwhelm signs

You might notice:

difficulty speaking or finding words
blankness or fog

heaviness or numbness

strong urge to withdraw

tears, irritability, or collapse
feeling “offline” or unreal

needing everything to stop

These signs often come after long periods of coping.

They are not sudden... just finally visible.

Why thinking doesn’t work during shutdown

During overwhelm or shutdown:

the brain prioritises survival over reasoning
language access drops

decision-making becomes unreliable
reassurance may not land
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This is why:

e “just calm down” doesn'’t help
« logic feels unreachable
« explaining yourself feels impossible

Nothing has gone wrong.
Your system is doing exactly what it evolved to do.

What helps in the moment (and what doesn’t)

Helpful responses

reducing input (sound, light, people)

slowing down or stopping entirely

being quiet without having to explain

physical grounding (pressure, warmth, stillness)
time without demands

knowing you're not in trouble

Often unhelpful (even if well-meant)

asking lots of questions

pushing for decisions
encouraging “one more thing”
emotional processing
problem-solving

explaining why you feel this way

In shutdown, less is safer.

How to respond safely (step by step)

1. Lower demand immediately
Even small demands add load.

This might mean:

pausi_ng a task

stepping away

saying “l can’t do this right now”
choosing rest without justification
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Stopping early prevents collapse later.

2. Reduce sensory input
Your nervous system is overloaded.
Try:

dimmer light

quieter space

fewer voices

less visual clutter

stillness or predictable movement

This isn’t preference... it's regulation.

3. Anchor in the body (gently)
No breathing techniques required unless they feel okay.
Options:

feet on the floor

back against a surface

holding something with weight
wrapping in a blanket or jumper
hand on chest or stomach

You're reminding your body: I'm here. I'm supported.

4. Postpone explanation

You do not need to explain yourself while overwhelmed.
Clarity comes after regulation, not before.

A simple placeholder is enough:

‘I need time. I'll come back to this later.”

That is complete.
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After the shutdown eases

When some capacity returns, you might notice:

fatigue

emotional release

delayed feelings

need for solitude

need for reassurance or clarity

This is normal.

Your system has worked hard.

Gentle reflection (only if and when you want)

Later... not during... you might ask:

What load built up before this?
Were there early signs | ignored?
What would reduce this next time by 10%?

This is not self-criticism.
It's pattern-recognition.

Important reminders

You cannot “train” yourself out of shutdown
Willpower does not override nervous systems
Rest is not a reward... it's maintenance
Functioning is not the same as being okay
You are allowed to stop before crisis

Needing less does not make you difficult.

If shutdowns are frequent

Frequent shutdowns often mean:

chronic overload
insufficient recovery
unsafe or unpredictable environments
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e too much masking
e too many invisible demands

The answer is more support and less load... not more resilience.

Closing words

Shutdown and overwhelm are not signs that you’re failing at life.

They are signs that your system has been protecting you without being listened
to.

You don’t need to push harder.
You need more safety, more permission, and less demand.

That’s not giving up.

That’s how regulation returns.
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