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What Is Hypervigilance? 

Hypervigilance is a state of heightened alertness where the nervous system becomes 
constantly focused on detec�ng possible stress, danger, conflict or emo�onal threat. 

Many people experiencing trauma, abuse, emo�onal instability or chronic stress become so 
used to scanning for problems that it begins feeling normal. 

This can leave the nervous system stuck in survival mode. 

Hypervigilance is not simply “overreac�ng” or being drama�c. 

It is o�en a survival response developed a�er long periods of emo�onal unpredictability, 
cri�cism, fear or instability. 

 

1. What Walking on Eggshells Can Feel Like 

Many survivors describe feeling like they are constantly walking on eggshells. 

This may involve: 

• Monitoring someone’s moods or tone constantly 

• Fear of saying the wrong thing 

• Anxiety before conversa�ons or messages 

• Overthinking interac�ons a�erwards 

• Trying to prevent conflict before it happens 

• Feeling emo�onally tense all the �me 

• Constantly trying to “keep the peace 
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Example: 

Someone may rehearse conversa�ons in their head repeatedly because they are afraid of 
triggering cri�cism, conflict or emo�onal withdrawal. 

 

2. Anxiety & The Nervous System 

When the nervous system spends long periods in survival mode, anxiety can become deeply 
connected to everyday life. 

This may include: 

• Racing thoughts 

• Feeling constantly “on edge” 

• Difficulty relaxing 

• Emo�onal overwhelm 

• Panic or dread around conflict 

• Trouble sleeping or switching off mentally 

• Feeling exhausted but unable to rest properly 

For some people, calmness itself begins feeling unfamiliar. 

 

3. Why Hypervigilance Develops 

Hypervigilance o�en develops in emo�onally unsafe or unpredictable environments. 

This may include: 
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• Abusive or coercive control 

• Emo�onal cri�cism or invalida�on 

• Unpredictable conflict 

• Growing up around instability or fear 

• Trauma or emo�onal neglect 

• Constant pressure to manage other people’s emo�ons 

The nervous system learns to stay alert in order to avoid emo�onal pain, cri�cism, rejec�on 
or conflict. 

Over �me, this alertness can become automa�c. 

 

4. Emo�onal & Physical Signs of Hypervigilance 

Hypervigilance affects both the mind and body. 

This may include: 

• Muscle tension or �ghtness 

• Feeling startled easily 

• Constant overthinking 

• Emo�onal exhaus�on 

• Difficulty concentra�ng 

• Irritability or overwhelm 

• Sensi�vity to tone, mood or body language 
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• Difficulty feeling emo�onally safe 

Example: 

A person may immediately sense tension in a room and become anxious before anything has 
even been said. 

 

5. Walking On Eggshells in Rela�onships 

Many people living in emo�onally unsafe rela�onships become highly focused on: 

• Avoiding arguments 

• Preven�ng emo�onal reac�ons 

• Managing another person’s moods 

• Staying emo�onally “small” to avoid conflict 

• Keeping peace at the expense of their own wellbeing 

Over �me, this can affect: 

• Confidence 

• Emo�onal safety 

• Nervous system regula�on 

• Ability to relax or feel secure 

Some survivors stop recognising their own needs because they become so focused on 
avoiding emo�onal danger. 
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6. Hypervigilance & Trauma Responses 

Hypervigilance is closely connected to trauma responses. 

People may also experience: 

• People pleasing or fawn responses 

• Emo�onal shutdown 

• Anxiety and panic 

• Fear of rejec�on or cri�cism 

• Burnout from constant emo�onal monitoring 

The nervous system may remain highly alert even a�er leaving the stressful environment. 

This is common a�er long-term emo�onal stress or trauma. 

 

7. Burnout & Emo�onal Exhaus�on 

Constant emo�onal alertness is exhaus�ng. 

Many people experiencing hypervigilance feel: 

• Permanently �red 

• Mentally overloaded 

• Emo�onally drained a�er interac�on 

• Unable to fully rest 

• Disconnected from calmness or safety 
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The body was not designed to stay in a constant state of emo�onal alertness indefinitely. 

 

8. Rebuilding Emo�onal Safety 

Healing hypervigilance o�en involves helping the nervous system slowly experience more 
safety and stability. 

This may include: 

• Spending �me with emo�onally safe people 

• Reducing exposure to emo�onally harmful environments 

• Learning boundaries gradually 

• Allowing rest without guilt 

• Reducing constant emo�onal monitoring 

• Building calmer rou�nes and environments 

Healing usually happens slowly. 

The nervous system o�en needs �me and consistency before it begins relaxing again. 

 

9. Small Signs of Recovery 

Recovery may begin through small experiences such as: 

• Feeling calmer in safe environments 

• Overthinking less a�er conversa�ons 

• Feeling safer expressing opinions honestly 



Understanding Anxiety, Hypervigilance & Walking on Eggshells – Factsheet - Trauma & 
Emo�onal Overwhelm 

 
 

Trauma-informed support for survivors rebuilding a�er abuse 
 
 

 

Our vision is to break silence and rebuild lives, for this genera�on and the next 

hello@weareunmuted.co.uk 

Registered Address: c/o RISC, 35-39 London Street, Reading, RG1 4PS 

WeAreUnmuted CIC   |   Company No: 17128806 

• Recognising tension without immediately panicking 

• Allowing yourself emo�onal space and rest 

Small shi�s mater. 

 

If This Feels Familiar 

You are not weak or “too sensi�ve” because your nervous system feels exhausted or 
constantly alert. 

Many people carrying trauma or emo�onal stress have spent years trying to stay emo�onally 
safe in unpredictable environments. 

Understanding these paterns can help reduce shame and support healing. 

 

Support & Further Resources 

You deserve rela�onships and environments where your nervous system no longer has to 
stay in constant survival mode. 

WeAreUnmuted 
Turning silence into understanding through lived experience. 

 


