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why the nervous 
system matters
Understanding what and how our Autonomic Nervous 
System (ANS) operates is essential to understanding 
and recognizing its relevance to our athletic selves. 

With an understanding of some basic principles, athletes can then begin to 
layer and track their own systems in an effort to best regulate and reach 
optimal living, training, and performance.  

There has been an  increase in accessible and affordable “wearables” that 
athletes of all ability ranges are using. These wearables, such as Fitbits, Apple 
watches, Whoop bands, Oura rings, and others help to create metrics and 
scores that show patterns of what our Autonomic Systems are doing day in 
and day out.  Sleep, heart rate variability, digestion, and stress scores are 
important indicators of a far more complex nervous system.  However, it’s 
important to understand that our ANS goes far beyond a number and is far 
more complex than a stress score.   Although these can be useful tools, 
athletes can be better served by developing pathways to feel and track 
themselves without outside technology.

I have found it useful to summarize how our ANS works in general and how it 
can be applied to athletes, from either a performance lens or a lifestyle lens 
(and often both).  Much of my work is rooted in the groundbreaking research 
and findings of Dr. Stephen Porges and his Polyvagal Theory.
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nervous system overview
The Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) is influenced by our central nervous 
system, which responds from both environmental (outside) and bodily 
function or organs.  It is the “automatic” part of our nervous systems.  
We commonly recognize these automatic functions like heartbeat, breathing 
rate, digestion but its impact on our physiology includes many more 
functions. It impacts our immune system, circulation, blood pressure, heart 
rate, intestinal motility, fuel and insulin activities. Very importantly, our ANS 
influences our emotional state and what we even “think about”.  This later part 
is absolutely critical when applied to counseling and psychology. 

Older and more conventional models of therapy aim to 
treat the mind, emotions, and cognitions as separate 
and controllable, but using this newer model, we can 
start to see that our psychological experience is a 

result of our biological state.  

I have witnessed all too often clients who have been in traditional counseling 
for years and seem “stuck”; clients who work very hard, have done years of 
therapy, read self help books, meditate, journal, etc, and continue to feel 
stagnant.  Conversely, using this “biology first” model, I have witnessed clients 
break free from old patterns and as athletes achieve more satisfaction from 
their sport.  As human beings, we have what we call a “bi-directional” brain-to- 
body connection. 

In simple terms:  what we think about influences 
our biology, but more importantly at a rate of 80% 
to 20% our BIOLOGY influences our psychology.  
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two sides of the nervous 
system
The ANS in most basic terms has two distinctly different branches:  

Sympathetic Nervous System: Activates the body for “fight or flight” 
response. Overall affect is excitatory.
Parasympathetic Nervous System: Inhibits the body from overworking and 
restores the body to a calm and composed state. Overall affect is inhibitory.

Both sides, sympathetic and parasympathetic, penjulate back and forth 
throughout the day depending on stimulation, activity, and environmental 
factors. 
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Our nervous systems have evolved with us over time, and their primary 
purpose is to act in service of our survival. This is another critical piece to 
understand; our nervous system’s primary purpose is to keep us safe 
and out of danger, which is deeply below the modern day rational brain.  
When working with people, this is often one of the primary sources of anxiety 
-- our bodies are acting in a primal survival-oriented state, while our thinking 
or “modern” brain is operating at a highly rational state which is often in 
opposition.  Most of us do not feel as if our survival is ever in question day to 
day (outside of extenuating circumstances), but our ANS does not recognize 
or give meaning to contextual cues. It can only distinguish environmental input 
as “threat” or as “safe”.  That’s it.  

I often relate this to athletes comically asking about what our digestion does 
right before a race or an event.  There is a reason the port-a-potty line is 
15 deep.  Our biology (ANS) gets thrown into survival mode as it is receiving 
information that a high level of flight or mobility is about to happen (the race).  
It cannot tease out the “fun” part of it. 

In an ideal world, our ANS is balanced both in activation (sympathetic) and 
deactivation/relaxation (parasympathetic).  But ideal worlds rarely exist, and 
athletes certainly struggle with creating a more balanced system.  
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sympathetic state:

This side of the ANS is the activating or 
stimulating side of the system.  It’s the “get 
up and go” side and it allows us to move 
throughout our day, take action, work, think, 
drive hard, even laugh and play.  In lower doses, 
it feels like energy that helps us get things done.  

However as the activation continues to 
increase, people begin to feel an overdose of 
energy flooding the system -- this can simply 
manifest as feeling antsy, feeling anxious, 
irritable, difficulty concentrating and if this 
activation climbs higher yet, we may even feel 
the absolute necessity to “flight” or “fight”...move 
our bodies aggressively.  Athletes who have 
a high sympathetic dominance often present 
as having to exercise to relax. They need to 
continue to do larger or harder quantities of 
exercise to feel the pseudo-relaxation effect. 

I call this pseudo-relaxation, as it’s not truly 
functional relaxation -- it’s actually MORE 
sympathetic activity that acts to “feel” like 
relaxation.  This is a common problem with 
athletes. Sometimes as we move through this, 
our sympathetic systems may get a bit of a 
bad wrap…but BOTH sides are essential for 
optimal daily living.  We need our “get up and 
go” energy, but when that energy is too much, 
problems and uncomfortable anxious states 
arise.   

Physical 
Signs of  
sympathetic 
activation

• Dilated pupils
• Accelerated heart

rate
• Inhibited digestion
• Sweating
• Increased alertness
• Inhibits bladder

contraction
• Widened bronchial

passages (to enable
deeper breathing)

• Goosebumps
• Increased blood

pressure

An overactive
sympathetic 
nervous  
system can 
lead to:

• Hyperglycemia
• Hypertension
• Obesity
• Metabolic syndrome
• Bowel disease
• Anxiety
• Depression
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parasympathetic state:

Technically this side has two branches, but for simplicity’s sake, I like to think 
of it as singular.  Acting directionally different, the parasympathetic side of 
our ANS acts to downregulate or deactivate our energy.  It acts to counteract 
stimulation taken in from our environment.  It is what brings us to physical 
(and mental) relaxation or even just a sense of calm or homeostasis. 

A myth about the parasympathetic state is that it is equivalent to sleeping or 
resting.  This is not the case; ideally throughout the day we should have times 
that we feel ease, calm, and relaxation, not only when we climb into bed.  The 
parasympathetic side increases our digestion, increases our immune function, 
lowers our heart rate and brings us into a restful and restorative state.  
Naturally sleep comes easier when this side of the system is fully operational 
and is able to balance out the sympathetic side.
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freeze: 

When activation of our sympathetic nervous system has been cranked up 
for too strong and for too long, there can often be a blended state, known as 
freeze.  It’s a shutdown state because the energy from the sympathetic side 
is so strong that the system immobilizes in conservation mode. 

Freeze is like having 
the brake and gas 
pedal fully pushed at 
the same time.  

This is the blended state when people feel 
shutdown, trapped, numb, helpless, or even 
sometimes a feeling of dissociation can occur.  
I most commonly see athletes in this state 
who report it as feeling “stuck”.  The physical 
body literally moves into a converative 
immobile state.  We see this state in the 
animal kingdom and use the phrase “deer in 
the headlights” colloquially. Humans have the 
same capacity to seize up when energy has 
been too great.   
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a more regulated  
nervous system

However, for true health, growth, and restoration, our individual nervous 
systems need to be able to handle and counterbalance each side.  Because 
our lives change day to day and moment to moment, there is no balanced 
curve that is optimal. Again, it is all in the spirit of the counterbalance, the 
penjulation, and the felt experience of both feeling energized AND at ease.  If 
it’s easy to understand it as balanced, then I encourage that word to be used. 
But make no mistake, trying to “achieve” a perfect balance will likely prevent 
such.  

When working with clients, 
we use the concept of and 
terminology of “regulation” 
or a “regulated system” to 
describe the felt sense of 
the counterbalancing that is 
happening in real time in our 
bodies.  

We want both times 
of energy and times of 
relaxation to really feel 
the fullness of life and, as 
athletes, we are dependent 
on the balancing act.
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Spoiler alert: there is no perfect or “ fully balanced” nervous system. 
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Commonly, I see athletes (this is a term that I use widely to encompass all 
highly active or athletic people) who have supercharged or highly dominant 
sympathetic nervous systems.  

Activated:
I see this pattern often; people who have to move a lot or intensely to 
feel a sense of ease or calm.  This can be coupled with feeling a sense of 
accomplishment and purpose.  Often, this pattern is demonstrated by 
people who feel anxious (overly anxious) either physically or mentally if they 
do not get a certain quantity of daily exercise, movement, or training.  This 
supercharged pattern falls outside the more balanced need for some exercise 
or activity that all humans need.  Rather this pattern is when someone feels 
like that MUST move and train a lot to simply feel “okay”.   

The issue with this pattern is that it’s a false way to feel calm. It starves and 
stunts the parasympathetic side of our system to come online to assist in 
relaxation.  So in essence, if we are dependent on exercise to feel calm, we 
actually are stuck in sympathetic overdrive chronically.  Because neurons that 
fire together wire together (a slogan I use), the sympathetic side our system 
gets increasingly more and more dominant and we start to lose (automatically) 
our body’s ability to regulate via the parasympathetic.  

Because many athletes (and certainly endurance athletes) spend many hours 
tapping into their sympathetic nervous systems for training and competition, 
there is a strong correlation between sympathetic dominance and endurance 
athletics.  Over time this imbalance continues to escalate and athletes 
feel more and more dependent on exercise, which creates a host of 
other problems.



Therapeutic Work for 
“Activated” Individuals:
The corrective or therapeutic 
work would be to help assist 
the athlete in developing 
different neurostructures 
that help promote a more 
balanced system. These allow 
for both high levels of training 
and activity, but also allow 
for a calming deactivating 
parasympathetic system that can 
automatically come online (thus 
eliminating NEED for movement).  
This is entirely possible, and 
many athletes report a more 
enjoyable experience with exercise as it comes out of choice rather than need. 

Freeze:
Another pattern that I sometimes see, more commonly in endurance athletes 
and “ultra athletes” is a continuation of the one previously described, but in 
addition the sympathetic nervous system gets overloaded chronically 
and the person will start to move more into that blended state, referred 
to as Freeze.  Again, this is a result of too much activation or stimulation to 
the sympathetic nervous system.   Freeze is an appropriate term, as athletes 
often describe feeling numb, shutdown, or needing incredibly high doses of 
activity to feel anything at all.  

Therapeutic Work for Individuals Struggling with “Freeze:”
The therapeutic approach is very similar to highly activated individuals. Focus 
is on helping the client to begin to feel nuances or pathways of feeling, without 
needing exercise to do so. 
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Regulated:
Both of the previously described patterns come out of a high sympathetic-
dominant system.  The last pattern that seems important to mention is that 
of athletic individuals who have a more balanced nervous system, one that 
automatically can move with ease  between higher activation states 
required for training, movement, and competition and that also, with 
ease and time, can equally come back down into a restorative, restful 
state…naturally.  

Typically, athletes come to me for therapy  when this is not happening, 
when they feel some type of disruptive emotional or physical experience, 
or when something feels “wrong” in daily living.  This is entirely natural and 
understandable, but I do like to always make clear that it is entirely possible to 
be an athlete and have a regulated nervous system, one that allows for more 
enjoyment, and ease in life.

In conclusion, our nervous systems are constantly changing, 
and modeling, and remodeling.  We can help wire or rewire 
our systems to facilitate more ease and relaxation 
while maintaining our love for movement and athleticism. 
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