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Sensory vs. Emotional Overwhelm
Decision Tree

Your in-the-moment guide to reading what your child's nervous
system needs

How to Use This Decision Tree

When your child is overwhelmed: take three deep breaths, then work through

these questions. Follow the path that matches what you observe. There’s no

“wrong” choice—you’re learning your child’s patterns over time.

If you’re not sure: start with sensory support first, then add emotional

support. Adjust based on how they respond.

Child is overwhelmed

First: Regulate yourself (3 deep breaths)

Observe their signals

Are they covering ears/eyes, or complaining about lights, sounds, textures,

or clothing?
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YES

Also crying about relationships,

fairness, wanting to tell their story,

or seeking comfort?

YES

Mixed Overwhelm

Start with sensory support, then

add emotional support.

NO

Sensory Overwhelm

Focus on sensory support.

NO

Crying about feelings, fairness,

wanting to tell you something, or

clearly seeking

connection/comfort?

YES

Emotional Overwhelm

Focus on emotional support.

NO

Unclear Pattern

Start with sensory support and

observe response.

Support Strategies

Mixed Support

Immediate:

Reduce lights and lower

sounds.

Loosen irritating clothing

layers.

Provide space for

movement or stillness.

Sensory Support

Immediate:

Dim lights and reduce

noise.

Check clothing tags,

seams, temperature.
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Then add:

“I see you.” Validate

feelings without pressure.

“Tell me more when you’re

ready.”

Language: “Your brain and body

need both types of support.”

Offer movement

(rock/swing/walk) or quiet

stillness.

Avoid: forced eye contact, “use

your words,” overwhelming

questions.

If no help: try different sensory input;

consider an emotional component

too.

Emotional Support

Immediate:

Get on their level; calm

voice.

“This is hard.” “I’m here.”

Stay present; offer safe

proximity.

Language: “You’re having big

feelings and that makes sense.”

If no help: check for sensory

overwhelm too.

Exploratory Support

Immediate:

Reduce sensory input;

remain calm.

Offer quiet presence; follow

their cues.

Observe: do they seek movement,

connection, or avoid touch?

Adjust based on what you see.
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What to Expect

After the Storm

Remember: this is communication, not crisis.

Regulation takes time (5–30+ minutes is normal).✓

You may need to try multiple approaches.✓

Some days capacity is lower—that’s normal.✓

Mixed overwhelm is common—don’t expect neat categories.✓

Trust your child’s nervous system to show you what works.✓

No shame, no lectures—their brain did what brains do.✓

Notice what helped for next time.✓

Celebrate recovery—small wins count.✓

File away this data about their unique patterns.✓



9/12/25, 1:42 PMLBB — Sensory vs. Emotional Overwhelm Decision Tree (PDF Ready)

Page 5 of 7about:srcdoc

Quick Reference Cards

Cut these out and keep handy for overwhelm moments.

Sensory Overwhelm Signals

Covering ears/eyes.

Complaints about clothing,

lights, sounds.

Physical symptoms

(headache, stomachache).

More upset with gentle

comfort.

Seeking intense movement

or complete stillness.

Can’t tolerate touch.

Brain message: “My sensory filter

is overloaded.”

Emotional Overwhelm Signals

Tears about relationships or

fairness.

Wants to tell their story.

Seeking comfort and

connection.

Talking about feelings.

Calms with validation and

presence.

Big emotions about small

things.

Brain message: “I have big feelings

that need processing.”

Mixed Overwhelm Signals

Sensory complaints +

emotional outbursts.

Physical symptoms +

relationship tears.

Movement seeking and

crying together.

Parent Regulation Reminder

Three deep breaths—do

this first.

Drop shoulders; soften your

face.

Self-talk: “Their brain is

communicating, not failing.”
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Brief calming, then

escalating again.

Needing both space and

closeness.

Brain message: “Both sensory and

emotional systems need support.”

Your regulated nervous

system is the foundation for

theirs.

Family Customization Notes
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My child’s most common overwhelm pattern:

Early warning signs I’ve noticed:

What works best for my child:

What doesn’t work:

How long regulation typically takes:

Time of day overwhelm is most common:
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