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• Learn about interoception, considered the eighth sensory 
system, and its importance in developing self-regulation and 
emotional awareness.

• Explore resources to develop interoception awareness

Learning Objectives



What is Interoception?
We have 8 senses!
• External: Vision, hearing, taste, touch, smell
• Internal: Vestibular, proprioception, and INTEROCEPTION

Interoception: The conscious perception of our internal self
• Awareness of internal state: Hunger,  full stomach, 

heartbeat, breath rate, needing to go to the bathroom, 
cramps, kidney stones, body temperature, thirst

• Awareness of feelings and emotions: anxiety, fear, anger, 
love, joy



Where do you feel emotions?

Bodily maps of emotions. Lauri Nummenmaa, Enrico Glerean, Riitta Hari, and Jari K. Hietanen PNAS January 14, 
2014 111 (2) 646-651; https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1321664111

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1321664111


How interoception
works

Critchley et al, 2004 from Mahler, 2018



• Decreased or disrupted IA can be present with many people, but may be 
seen more often and persistently in people with different nervous 
systems, such as ASD, FASD, neurodevelopmental disabilities, history of 
trauma, mental health and substance use issues.

• Different structure, connectivity pattern, and activity levels in the insula

Decreased interoception awareness (IA)



Decreased Interoception Awareness 
affects our abilities in:

• Emotion Regulation:
• Being able to distinctly feel and understand the emotion we are 

feeling is important for people to know what to do next. 

• Empathy:
• We know how others feel based off our own interoception

experience.
• We need to be aware of those feelings and link them to 

situations.



• Intuition and Decision Making:
• Being able to link certain situations with body sensations, 

emotions, and results allows the brain to predict what is 
likely to happen. “Going with my gut”

• Believed to be stored as somatic markers in the brain.

• Flexibility of thought:
• If intuition is not reliable, rely more on logic, thinking it 

through, rules, and routines.
• When things change, they are not as readily able to “go with 

the flow” comfortably.

• Social Awareness:
• Social situations require people to adapt constantly and 

quickly to changing factors, predicting how people may feel 
and react by instinct.



Video: Tri-State Webinar:
Interoception, the 8th Sense: An Interview with Chloe Rothschild

https://ksdetasn.org/resources/2204 (from 3:58-8:39)

Chloe Rothschild is a young adult with autism. She is on a 
mission to teach others about autism by sharing her 
perspective and experiences in an effort to help others 
understand autism better. Chloe enjoys using her talent and 
love for writing to raise awareness about autism. She writes 
blogs and operates a public Facebook page, where she 
shares her story. She also speaks to various groups and at 
conferences. In addition, Chloe is on the Autism Society’s PSA 
(Panel of People on the Spectrum of Autism Advisors) and the 
Ohio Center for Autism and Low Incidence advisory board. 
Chloe is very interested in the topic of interoception; she is co-
authoring a book on the topic that is set to be released in 
2019.

https://ksdetasn.org/resources/2204


How do we support interoception awareness?

Do any activity that changes their physical state.
Explicitly point out or talk about where the change is felt or what it felt like. 

• Helps them become more aware of their body and discriminate between different 
body sensations

• Starts to give language to their feelings.
• Can be done with parents, teachers, support staff.
• Needs to be done regularly and consistently (i.e. 2-3 times a day, a 5-10 min activity).



Co-regulation

Self-regulation

Mahler- 2018



Activity Example:
Kelly Mahler’s Interoception Curriculum / 

Activity Cards

Example: Hands and Fingers
• Rub your hands back and forth together quickly for 

10 seconds. How does that make your hands feel?

• Squeeze your hands in a tight fist for 10 seconds. 
Now relax them. How do they feel when you stop 
squeezing?



Activity Example:
Government of South Australia 

Department for Education: Interoception 101 or 201
Example: 
• Find your pulse, count how many beats in 20 sec
• Do a physical activity (run on the spot / do jumping jacks / wave your hands) for 1 

minute.
• Find your pulse again, count how many beats in 20 sec.



Body CheckIncreasing Body Awareness

Dizzy

Hot

Tight / Squeezing



• Body based mindfulness
• 5 senses
• Increasing mindful body awareness will help 

with noticing sensations. But, you still need to 
give the sensations meaning.

• Emotion Equality – be careful of labeling 
emotions or labeling emotions as bad/good. 
Instead, shift should be towards emotion 
equality, where we are aware of our feelings, 
comfortable with the sensations.

Mindfulness



Environmental and External Supports



High Tech Supports



• IA skill development should be done in parallel or before – increase 
awareness so that a person will know when to use the coping strategies 
they are learning.

Combining with other programs



• COAST’s approach to supporting mental health and well-being is 
based on positive psychology. We recommend that a person’s 
supports meet unmet human needs by facilitating wellness. 

• Positive Psychology focuses on increasing positive feelings and the 
things in our life that use our strengths and make us well. 

• By developing IA - positive emotion / happiness becomes more 
concrete. When a person is aware of these positive emotions, they 
can link this to the things that are going well; this motivates them 
to continue to do these things, supporting their recovery journey of 
hope and purpose.

IA Development and Positive Psychology



• Develop ways to adapt IA assessment and skill development for 
people who have more difficulty with language.

• Build IA skill development into COAST’s Emotion Regulation 
curriculum.

Our goals for the future:



Thank you! 
Questions?

COAST
Andrew Owusu

Occupational Therapist
Andrew.Owusu@ahs.ca

Jennifer Sadowski 
Clinical Supervisor/Occupational Therapist

Jennifer.Sadowski@ahs.ca 



Resources
Mahler, K., (2015) Interoception: The eighth sensory system. KS: AAPC.
Kelly Mahler’s website: https://www.kelly-mahler.com/
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Interoception Activity Guide 201, Department for Education, South Australia. 
https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/default/files/interoception-201-activity-guide.pdf

• Key note by Dr. Emma Goodal 12/9/18. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=41zEuYD6MDw
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https://www.kelly-mahler.com/
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