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What is emotional wellbeing and why it is important
A framework for emotional wellbeing promotion: 

Assess - what to look for and how to look
Plan - what strategies are available and how to put
together a personalised 'menu'
Implement (Do)- how to use the strategies and menu
Evaluate (Review) - what is working? what can we try?

1.
2.

3.
4.



WHY EMOTIONAL
WELLBEING IS IMPORTANT 

Impacts physical and mental health
Necessary for learning and
development
Relationships and connection
Quality of life
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WHAT ARE EMOTIONS?



EMOTIONS can be
defined as biological
states associated with the
nervous system and
brought on by
neurophysiological
changes and that have
associated feelings and
behaviours. 
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WHAT IS EMOTIONAL WELLBEING?
 
"A positive state of mind and body, feeling safe
and able to cope, with a sense of connection with
people, communities and the wider environment."
(No Health without Mental Health, 2011)

Most definitions include
FEELING and FUNCTIONING components
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EMOTIONAL WELLBEING - 
A NAC DEFINITION
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Being able to experience
positive states, and all
emotions and feelings, in ways
that support safety,
functioning and connection. 
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Being and feeling safe and secure (when there is no present
danger) 
Having the capacity for feeling comfort, pleasure, enjoyment,
contentment, interest and motivation
Having authenticity of feeling and expression 
Experiencing emotions in a way that 'fits' the situation
The ability to manage, cope with, not be overwhelmed by or
stuck with distressing emotions
Having hope
Having feelings of self-worth, connection and belonging
Having agency 

AREAS OF EMOTIONAL WELLBEING



RISK FACTORS 

Communication difficulties
Comprehension difficulties
Lack of control, agency, learned helplessness
Medical needs, health problems, exposure to
adversity 
Pain and discomfort
Experiences of loss, change, disruptions to
routines
Early developmental level and need for support
with regulation
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PROMOTING EMOTIONAL
WELLBEING IS TO HELP PEOPLE: 

Feel better
Express and process better
Function, learn and think
better
Connect better 
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A BIOPSYCHOSOCIAL, HOLISTIC
APPROACH
  
The mind, brain and body are generally no longer viewed as
distinct and separable, but rather as part of a whole system
operating as one, and with the environment and others.

Bi-directionality of mind-body - our brain sends messages to
our body and body is continuously providing information to
our brain.

Our emotional wellbeing can therefore be influenced by
experiences that involve the body, our senses and
interactions.
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"One of the clearest lessons
from neuroscience is that our

sense of ourselves is
anchored in a vital

connection with our bodies"
 

"More than anything else,
being able to feel safe with

other people defines mental
health; safe connections are
fundamental to meaningful

and satisfying lives." 
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 Evidence informed emotional wellbeing guidance adapted for people who
use other means than words to communicate - www.nacwellbeing.org



Assess
Plan
Implement (Do)
Evaluate (Review)

APIE FRAMEWORK
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‘No individual has a monopoly on
understanding this complex problem. It is
therefore essential that the significant
pool of expertise which resides amongst
professionals and families is brought
together in a more cohesive whole if
improvements in response to mental
health issues are to be achieved more
effectively.’ (Fergusson et al, 2008)

ASSESS - COLLABORATION 



Must know how the person communicates pain,
distress, yes and no (and other feelings, states and
emotions) - In this situation, when I do this, it
means
Is clinical assessment needed?
Could there be underlying physical health
problems? 
Is help needed with nutrition, sleep, sensory
intervention?
What has happened to the person in their life? -
possibility of trauma 

ASSESS 
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WHAT TO OBSERVE
Facial expressions and movements
Body language, posture, gesture
Head and body movement
Co-ordination
Muscle tone – e.g. tensing and relaxing
Vocalisations and sound
Changes in skin appearance and colour
Eye movement, gaze and pupil dilation
Breathing e.g. rhythm, rate, depth and heart rate
Behaviour
Physical and vocal rhythms
Laughter, giggling, crying, whimpering
Energy levels, tiredness, wakefulness, sleep
Concentration, alertness, engagement
Any other signs of comfort, discomfort, pleasure or displeasure, stress,
tension or relaxation and pain
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Distressed or, ‘challenging behaviour’
Withdrawal, appearing distant or vacant
Changes in bowel activity
Excessive sweating, trembling, shaking, cold sweats
Hyperactivity, restlessness, pacing
Difficulties with attention and concentration
Memory problems, confusion, clinginess, compulsive behaviours e.g. hoarding
Changes in sleeping patterns, insomnia, nightmares
Loss of or increase in appetite

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS THAT COULD BE
RELATED TO EMOTIONAL DISTRESS



SEEK
SPECIALIST
HELP WHEN
NECESSARY

This framework is for
emotional wellbeing
promotion, it is not a
substitute for clinical
assessment and
treatment.
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Feeling safe, secure 
Regulation, releasing and processing emotions
Expression 
Enjoyment, pleasure, interest 
Connection and belonging (self, others and environment) 
Agency, control and hope 
Self-esteem, contribution, accomplishment

PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES FOR:
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What current opportunities are there that
support the areas of emotional wellbeing?

Are there any gaps? 

ASSESS (audit)
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PLAN 

Woven throughout the day
Woven within activities
As dedicated emotional wellbeing time / activities

For emotional wellbeing promotion - proactively, protectively,
preventatively - about offering an emotionally nurturing way of life. 

a) The wellbeing and skills of others around us

b) Remove stressors / avoid over-challenging

c) A 'menu' of emotionally nurturing experiences 
1.
2.
3.

 



PLAN 
Personalised
Sensory sensitivities and needs
Preferences, likes and dislikes 
What works for one person, may not for another
What is needed at one time may be different to
another
Emotional wellbeing is multi-faceted - therefore
include a variety of experiences to support the
different areas of emotional wellbeing
Be used as flexibly - implemented with sensitivity
and responsiveness to states and reactions 
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We seek balance and reward
so need experiences that keep us
in balance and feeling rewarded. 



'EACH DAY WE NEED TO FILL OUR REWARD BUCKET'
Bruce Perry



Breathe
Go for a walk
Talk with, or message someone 
Listen to music
Read or listen to a book
Short yoga session 
Body scan
Stretch
Photos of friends and family
Get under a blanket 
Aromatherapy rollerball
Dance
Paint 
Food
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Julie's
Emotional

Wellbeing Menu 



Being outside
Listening to sounds of nature
Watching butterflies and birds
Being fanned
Having hair stroked
Being cuddled
Having hand held
Hand massage
Co-regulated breathing
Being read a story
Listening to music
Playing games like peekaboo
Painting
Dancing
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Tara's
Emotional

Wellbeing Menu 
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EXAMPLES
String art (expression, interesting, accomplishment, agency)
Tension anticipation games (pleasure, regulation, agency, contribution)
Breathing for calm ( safety, calming, regulation, connection)
Sensory awakening dance (enjoyment, connection with self and other,
expression, agency, accomplishment)
A sea-themed musical soundscape (safety, regulation, expression and
processing, connection, agency) 
Bringing nature indoors (calming/stimulating, pleasure, enjoyment)
Enhancing wellbeing through the olfactory sense (safety, calming/
stimulating)
Nurturing nose and face wiping (safety, connection, agency)
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WHAT DO YOU DO TO TAKE
CARE OF YOUR EMOTIONAL

WELLBEING?
IF YOU HAVE 1 MIN, 30 MINS,

A WHOLE DAY 



Physical, psychological, emotional state
Regulation

Seasonal / weather influences
Time of day
Other demands for the day 

IMPLEMENT -
CHOOSING WHAT TO OFFER WHEN 
Check how the person is at the time e.g.:

Consider: 
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You cannot access higher order
brain functioning, responsible

for reasoning and cognition
when dysregulated.

Bruce Perry
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Are you offering an emotionally nurturing experience
or are you testing / teaching? Or both?

Being regulated is essential for development in all areas of
the Engagement Model



REGULATION
Healthy and adaptive responding internal
and external events to modify, adjust or
control states, processes and behaviours for
optimal functioning.

If at early developmental level, coregulation
is essential.

Rhythmic, repetitive movements and
stretching can be regulating. 
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"In today's world we seem
to be focussed on that
separateness and self-
regulation, but we need to
remember that this capacity
is in fact built on the
foundation of an ability to
coregulate. " 
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Low states of
arousal

Calm state
of alertness

Heightened
arousal

Extreme states
of arousal

Sad
Sick

Tired or bored 
Leaving red zone

 
May need rest, comfort

or stimulation
May be easily 'triggered'

 

Happy
Content

Alert
Focussed

 
Ready to engage

and learn
 
 
 

Frustrated
Anxious, worried

Excited
Loss of some control 

 
Remove stress and

over-stimulation, avoid
teaching.

Calm, reassure and give
time. 

 

High anxiety
Panic, terror
Anger, rage

Out of control
 

May need support to
be safe. 

Remove stress and
over-stimulation,
avoid teaching. 

 

Zones of Regulation
(Based on Leah Kuypers work)
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THE 'AART' OF FACILITATING FOR EMOTIONAL WELLBEING
A free short course
https://learning.nacwellbeing.org/lp-courses

Awareness - of how we feel, acceptance and intention 
Attunement - being in harmony with another person -
becoming more sensitised to cues indicating internal
state
Responsiveness (validate first) 
Time - for taking in information, processing, regulating
and resting
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RELATIONSHIPS
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Constancy of support and care from significant others
Named person/s responsible for care and regular
contact
Regularity of contact - giving attention and care, not
asking for anything / cajoling / prompting
Handover with the person
Continuation e.g using objects of reference, smell,
pictures

Importance of presence, availability, security,
responsiveness, meeting needs according to
developmental level e.g.:



Being in a state of self-
awareness and compassion
can help us to remain centred,
calm and respond in ways that
are soothing and calming to
another person’s nervous
system, support regulation
and ease distress. This allows 
 for coregulation. 
For ideas on supporting team wellbeing see -
https://www.pacesconnection.com/blog/a-trauma-
informed-toolkit-for-providers-in-the-field-of-
intellectual-disabilities
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When we breathe slowly
and extend the out-
breath we activate the
vagus nerve and down-
regulate the sympathetic
nervous system. This
reduces heart rate and
has a calming effect.

https://www.nacwellbein
g.org/guidance/mindfuln
ess/
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VOICE 

Prosody = the rhythm, stress, speed, pitch, loudness
and intonation of speech which provides important
information beyond a sentence's literal word
meaning and directly influences the nervous
system.

Increasing the prosody of your voice can have a
direct calming effect on another person's nervous
system (Stephen Porges).
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EYES AND
FACIAL EXPRESSION

We can send signals of safety or
signals of danger with our eyes and
facial expressions. These messages can
be perceived and interpreted without
conscious awareness.
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Predictability is key
for fostering a sense
of safety and
wellbeing. 

Unpredictability can
cause stress and our
body to go into a
hyper-vigilance or
defence mode.
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Avoid sudden actions, startling sounds and abrupt movements
Approach from within line of sight before making contact
Position where it is easiest to perceive what is going on around
Appropriate and consistent communication methods – for example, sound,
visual or scent cues, on-body signing (tactile signing) or objects of reference
Use consistent cues to signal the beginning and end of activities
Develop and follow personalised routines
Enable the use of transitional objects such as soft toys and twiddles
Allow for repetition – for example, engaging in repetitive behaviours,
repeatedly watching the same programme or repeatedly playing the same
game
Introduce changes and new experiences as slowly and gradually as possible
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INCREASING PREDICTABILITY 



Posture
Positioning
Location

 
How might

 benefit wellbeing?
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Being hunched / slumped / slouched associated
with depression and more negative thoughts 
Fetal position - protective, comforting

Back to door
Being approached from behind

In the same room with you or alone?
Small / open spaces, light / dark?

POSTURE 

POSITIONING 

 
LOCATION 
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When offering an
experience or activity,
it should be just that -
an OFFER. 

Look for signs of
implied assent or
dissent throughout.

 

 
© Julie Calveley 2021



AGENCY

I can effect change in
my world

Slow down
Be observant
Enable to do as much
as person can with
support
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PLAYLISTS FOR WELLBEING 

What impact does music have on your emotions?

Does the way you feel affect your choice of
music?

Does music affect the way you feel? 

Can you create wellbeing playlists for the people
you support? 

https://www.nacwellbeing.org/guidance/music/exploring-music-preferences-effects/ 
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Favourite books, films, CDs
A stress ball or fiddle toy 
Comforting pictures or
photos
Soft blanket
Cosy slippers / gloves 
Nice smelling candle
Lavender bag
Soft toy
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Make a
comfort kit



 
 

 
 

BUBBLES
FOR 

WELLBEING
 
 
 

https://www.nacwellbeing.org/guidance/mindfulness/
bubbles-for-wellbeing/
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"Touch is as essential for healthy
physical and emotional
development as calories and
vitamins." (Perry, 2021)

Touch can help us be more aware
and present in our body.

When we are disconnected from our
body it is difficult to regulate.

https://www.nacwellbeing.org/guidance/mindfulness/supported-body-scan/

https://www.nacwellbeing.org/guidance/touch/
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EVALUATE
Not about how the
person presents but
how they feel.

But we have to use
what we can observe 
 to interpret what
might be going on
internally. 
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Promotes feelings of safety, reduces stress and distress
Is calming, grounding, centring, regulating
Is stimulating, energising, exciting, enlivening
Is interesting, motivating 
Is enjoyable, pleasurable, feels good
Improves connection and belonging with others, the
world/environment/nature
Enables or develops self-awareness
Enables authentic self-expression
Releases or processes emotions 
Enables a sense of contribution, learning, creating, accomplishing

EVALUATE (REVIEW) - AN EXPERIENCE MAY
SUPPORT EMOTIONAL WELLBEING IF IT: 
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EVALUATE - REFLECT 
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Video 
Written / audio notes
Share, discuss with others
What went well, and perhaps not
so well?
What would you do next time?
Use the evaluation process to
inform further planning 



What are some of your take away
points? 
Do you need to learn more? If so
what?
Are there things that you can do
straight away? 
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Training and consultancy 

Video feedback for practice development 

Free website resources, events and courses

Record keeping and monitoring tools and
documentation

HOW NAC CAN HELP

© Julie Calveley 2021



HOW TO GUIDANCE ON WELLBEING EXPERIENCES 
www.nacwellbeing.org

COURSES and EVENTS
https://learning.nacwellbeing.org

NEWSLETTER 
www.nacwellbeing.org/newsletter/

FACEBOOK PAGE and GROUP
www.facebook.com/NACwellbeing
www.facebook.com/groups/370499180705333
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