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A free guide for mothers

Your Nervous
System Is
Not Broken.
Nobody told us this before we became mothers.

This is your education. Your new vocabulary.

The beginning of reclaiming it.

Sarah Martinez, LCSW

insideattunement.com
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WHAT IS HAPPENING

The day you became a mother, your nervous system
reorganized.
Not metaphorically. Biologically. Your baseline activation level moved up — more vigilance, more

alertness, more energy expenditure. The stakes became genuinely higher and your body felt that. The

hypervigilance is not a disorder. It is not anxiety. It is constitutional architecture responding correctly to

genuinely high stakes.

When your baby cries — really cries — something happens in your body. Your heart rate rises. Your

cortisol spikes. Your attention narrows. Your muscles tighten. This is sympathetic activation. You are

experiencing this multiple times a day, every day. And simultaneously the culture is telling you to stay

calm. To regulate. To not let them see you stressed.

There is a bomb going off in your body every time your baby cries.

Nobody is acknowledging that.

And you are being asked to be calm anyway.

The ask is not wrong — your regulated presence does help your child. But framing your activation as

the problem to solve is wrong. It is the correct response to a real signal. Understanding it rather than

fighting it is where the work actually begins.

You might notice that when your child is asleep and another regulated adult is nearby, your vigilance

drops. That is co-regulation working — your nervous system detecting that the load is shared. When

you are alone with your children, it cannot drop. That is also correct. Your body knows exactly what it is

doing.

The hypervigilance is not something to fix.

It is something to understand — and work with.



Your Nervous System Is Not Broken  ·  Inside Attunement  ·  Sarah Martinez, LCSW Page 2
For educational purposes only. Not therapy or mental health treatment.  ©2025 Inside Attunement / Sarah Martinez LCSW

THE SIGNAL

Three kinds of hypervigilance
Not all hypervigilance is the same. The kind you are experiencing determines what actually helps.

CONTEXTUAL — THE ENVIRONMENT IS ACTUALLY DEMANDING

The most common kind for new mothers. The environment is generating sufficient prediction error to

keep the system heightened — a baby whose needs are unpredictable, sleep deprivation, the village

that is absent. The nervous system is reading the situation accurately. This resolves when the

environment changes: more support, more sleep, more regulated bodies nearby. It is not a

psychological problem. It is an environmental one.

TRAUMA-BASED — A PRIOR THAT LEARNED THREAT

If your history included environments where hypervigilance was necessary, your system may have

updated to weight threat signals at a lower threshold. Motherhood activates this because the stakes are

high and the vulnerability is real. This kind responds to prior revision over time — safety, co-regulation,

and new experiences that slowly update the old map.

ARCHITECTURAL — HOW YOUR SYSTEM IS BUILT

Some nervous systems are constitutionally more sensitive — they track threat, sensory input, and

constraint with higher precision. This is not damage. It is a different instrument. For these systems the

hypervigilance of new motherhood runs hotter and depletes faster. Accommodation matters more:

reducing unnecessary sensory load, protecting genuine autonomy, building in restoration that actually

works for this specific system.

These three require different responses. Most advice treats them the same. That is why most advice only
partly works.
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THE TANK

Why you keep running out
The tank is the available metabolic resource your nervous system runs on. When it is full, more can be

absorbed without crossing into activation. When it is depleted, the threshold drops — smaller things

cross faster, everything feels bigger, patience runs shorter. This is not a character problem. It is

physics.

As a mother, multiple burners are running simultaneously and continuously:

VIABILITY

Your child's physical safety is your responsibility. That burner runs all day, every day. It does not fully

switch off even during sleep.

BONDS

Your child's relational security is your responsibility. The bonds burner is tracking every interaction,

every repair needed, every moment of connection and disconnection.

AUTONOMY

Your freedom of movement, time, and choice is genuinely constrained. The autonomy burner fires on

real constraint — the fact that you cannot leave, cannot rest when you want, cannot move without the

weight of another's need.

ORIENTATION

Unpredictability — of a baby's needs, of your identity, of what your life now is — keeps the orientation

burner running on the incoherence of it all.

Four burners running simultaneously. The guilt that arrives when you are depleted fires the bonds

burner on top of the other three — adding a fifth cost to an already depleted system. The guilt is not

information. It is the loop.

The irritability, the touched-out feeling, the inability to tolerate noise — these are not character
flaws. They are the read-out of a depleted tank.
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RESTORATION

What actually fills the tank
Generic wellness advice — sleep, exercise, self-care — is correct in principle and often useless in

practice because it does not account for what is actually depleting this specific system.

OTHER REGULATED BODIES

The single most effective tank intervention available. One other adult whose nervous system is

regulated — co-regulation drops the vigilance, shares the load, gives the bonds burner something back.

This is why isolation is the enemy of new motherhood. It is not sentiment. It is biology.

GENUINE AUTONOMY MOMENTS

Not just time alone — genuine choice. Time when nothing is required of you, no one's needs are yours

to track. Even twenty minutes. The autonomy burner needs real agency, not the performance of rest.

SENSORY REDUCTION

The noise, the touch, the unpredictability — all of it is sensory load running as background cost.

Reducing unnecessary sensory input is tank restoration, not selfishness.

BEING RECEIVED — NO VERDICT

Not "that makes sense" or "of course you feel that way" — which still implies the feeling passed a

reasonableness check. Just: I believe you. It's real. It's here. That closes the loop the guilt keeps

opening.

SLEEP — EVEN PARTIAL

Sleep deprivation drops the threshold for every burner. Even one longer sleep stretch changes the

system's read on everything.

CONTACT WITH YOUR OWN SIGNAL

Pausing before the strategy runs. Feeling what is in your body before it has a name. Even briefly. Your

body is not the enemy. It is trying to tell you something real.
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SELF-ASSESSMENT

Tank check-in
Not a diagnostic tool. A way of locating where the depletion is coming from so you know what to

actually address.

How long since you slept more than four consecutive hours?
If the answer is weeks — capacity is the first thing. Nothing else will work well while the baseline is this depleted.

When did you last make a genuine choice — something just for you, with no agenda from anyone else?
If you cannot remember — the autonomy burner is running on empty. Small acts of genuine choice restore it: what you
eat, when you sit, what you listen to. Real agency on small things.

Who have you talked to today who actually received you — not fixed you, not advised you, just
received you?
If no one — the bonds burner is depleted in the direction that matters most. Not more doing for others. Being received
yourself.

What is your body actually feeling right now — before any story about why?
Weight, tension, heat, flatness. Whatever is there. This is the signal. It is not wrong. It is trying to move.

What does the guilt say you should be feeling instead?
Notice the gap between what is there and what the narrative says should be there. That gap is where the deconstruction
begins.
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DECONSTRUCTION

The narrative that made it worse
The culture you are parenting inside has a specific set of beliefs about what good mothering looks like

— and almost none of them are accurate descriptions of what mothering actually requires.

GOOD MOTHERS ARE NATURALLY PATIENT

Patience is a resource state. It is available when the tank is full. It depletes with the tank. Running out of

patience is not a character failure — it is the read-out of a depleted system. The belief that you should

have infinite patience regardless of conditions is not a description of good mothering. It is a demand for

martyrdom.

YOU SHOULD BE GRATEFUL — IT GOES SO FAST

Gratitude and suffering are not mutually exclusive. You can love your children and be in crisis at the

same time. When someone says soak it up and you feel guilt instead of presence — the guilt is the

mismatch between what is actually in your nervous system and what the narrative says should be

there. Your experience is real. The narrative is a compression that was decided for you.

SELF-CARE IS SELFISH

Your nervous system is your children's first environment. When you are depleted, dysregulated, running

on reserve — they feel that. Caring for your own system is not a diversion from mothering. It is

mothering from something rather than nothing.

Nothing is wrong with you.

Your body is contracting around a purpose that is real.

The vigilance is for a reason.

Start there.
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GOING DEEPER

What's next
This guide is an introduction. If something here landed and you want to go further:

THE MATRESCENCE FIELD GUIDE — $20

An 18-page deep dive into what the transition to motherhood actually does to the nervous system —

the hypervigilance, the village problem, rebuilding capacity, and what honest contact with your own

experience looks like as a mother. insideattunement.com

THE PARTNER'S GUIDE — $16

What is actually happening — and what actually helps. For the person alongside you who wants to

understand and do something useful with that understanding. insideattunement.com

ATTUNEMENT & CARE 101 — $14

What attunement actually is, why self-attunement is always primary, and what care means as biological

structure rather than sentiment. insideattunement.com

FREE NERVOUS SYSTEM ASSESSMENTS

Two short assessments — Burner Sensitivity and Tank Type — that map how your specific nervous

system is organized. insideattunement.com/assessments

THE SIGNAL PAGE

The three kinds of hypervigilance, what pressure is, and how to work with the signal before it has a

name. insideattunement.com/signal

insideattunement.com
Sarah Martinez, LCSW · Attuned Signal Care Framework
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PERMISSIONS & DISCLAIMER

About this guide.

COPYRIGHT

© 2025 Sarah Martinez / Inside Attunement. All rights reserved. Personal use only. May not be

reproduced, distributed, sold, or adapted without written permission.

EDUCATIONAL USE ONLY

For educational and informational purposes only. Does not constitute mental health treatment, therapy,

medical advice, diagnosis, or clinical care of any kind.

NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR CARE

If you are experiencing significant mental health difficulties, please contact a licensed mental health

provider.

CRISIS

Call or text 988 (Suicide and Crisis Lifeline), call 911, or go to your nearest emergency room.

TWO LANES

Sarah Martinez is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW) in Pennsylvania (License #CW026190).

Individual therapy is available in Pennsylvania only. Inside Attunement provides educational content

globally.

CREDIT

Written by Sarah Martinez, LCSW. MSW, University of Pennsylvania 2012. BS, Cornell University

2008. Founder, Inside Attunement. insideattunement.com


