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What is the Window of Tolerance? 

The Window of Tolerance, or Resiliency Zone, is the optimal zone of arousal where you can 
best cope with stress, process information, and respond to life's demands effectively. When you 
are in this window, you feel calm, connected, and able to think clearly. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) 

The ANS is your body's automatic control panel. It manages your stress and relaxation 
responses without you having to think about it. It has two main branches that work to keep you 
in balance. 

1. Sympathetic Nervous System (The "Gas Pedal") 

●​ Function: This is your up-regulation system. It activates when your brain perceives a 
threat, preparing you for intense action. 

●​ Response: This system triggers the Fight (confront the threat) or Flight (escape the 
threat) or Fawn (appease) response. 

●​ Physiological Hints (Up-Regulation/Hyperarousal Cues): 
○​ Racing heart 
○​ Fast, shallow breathing (into the chest) 
○​ Tense muscles 
○​ Shakiness or trembling 
○​ Sweating 
○​ "Butterflies" in the stomach 

2. Parasympathetic Nervous System (The "Brake Pedal") 

●​ Function: This is your down-regulation system. It helps you "rest and digest," 
promoting calm, recovery, and conservation of energy. 

●​ Response: When you are safe, this system is dominant. However, it can also trigger a 
Freeze (immobilize) response—a state of shutdown or collapse when fighting or fleeing 
isn't an option. 

●​ Physiological Hints (Down-Regulation Cues): 
○​ Slower, deeper breathing (from the belly) 
○​ Lowered heart rate 
○​ Relaxed muscles 
○​ Feeling of heaviness or grounding 

Using Mindfulness to Return to Your Window of Tolerance or Resiliency 
Zone 

When stress pushes you out of your window (up-regulation/hyperarousal or 
down-regulation/hypoarousal), you can use mindfulness to help your body re-regulate and 
return to a state of balance. 

Mindfulness is the intentional use of your attention on the present moment, without judgment. 

1.​ Recognize the Hints: The first step is to notice the physiological hints your body is 
giving you (e.g., "My jaw is clenched," or "I'm holding my breath," or “My heart is racing”). 



2.​ Pause and Shift Attention: Instead of getting lost in the stressful thought, intentionally 
shift your attention. 

3.​ Anchor to the Body: Focus on a physical sensation: 
○​ Feel the weight of your feet on the floor. 
○​ Take one slow, deep breath, noticing the air move in and out. 
○​ Slowly unclench and re-clench your hands. 

4.​ Re-Regulate: This intentional shift of attention acts as a signal to your Autonomic 
Nervous System that you are safe in the present moment. This helps engage the 
Parasympathetic ("brake pedal") system, slowing your heart rate, deepening your breath, 
and guiding you back into your Window of Tolerance. 

Taking a deep, cleansing breath is an effective tool for nervous system regulation because it 
directly activates the vagus nerve, the main component of the parasympathetic nervous 
system (PNS). When you inhale deeply using your diaphragm and then extend your exhale, 
you send a signal via the vagus nerve to your brain that you are safe. This stimulation triggers 
downregulation, actively interrupting the "fight-or-flight" (sympathetic) stress response and 
re-engaging the "rest-and-digest" (parasympathetic) system. For those in high-stress helping 
professions, this simple, discreet technique is invaluable; it allows professionals to quickly 
de-escalate their own physiological stress in real-time, helping them maintain composure, 
prevent burnout, and re-engage with clients or patients from a place of calm and clarity. 

A 1-Minute Vagal Breathing Exercise 

This technique is designed to be done anywhere, even at your desk, to quickly reduce stress. 
The most important part is making your exhale longer than your inhale. 

1.​ Get Comfortable: Sit upright in your chair with both feet on the floor. Relax your 
shoulders and gently close your eyes or lower your gaze. 

2.​ Inhale (Count of 4): Take a slow, deep breath in through your nose for a count of 4. As 
you breathe in, focus on letting your belly expand outward, like you're filling a balloon. 
Inhale... 2... 3... 4. 

3.​ Hold (Count of 2): Gently hold your breath at the top for a brief count of 2. Hold... 2. 
4.​ Exhale (Count of 6): Exhale slowly and steadily through your mouth (as if you're 

breathing through a straw) for a count of 6. Feel your belly draw back in. This long 
exhale is what activates the vagus nerve. Exhale... 2... 3... 4... 5... 6. 

5.​ Pause: Pause for a moment before taking your next breath. 
6.​ Repeat: Repeat this cycle 3 to 5 times, or for about one minute. 

Notice how you feel afterward. You can use this "pattern interrupt" anytime you feel a stress 
response building. 



 

Quick Calm Guide: 1-Minute Vagal Breath 
(this is the same as above, shorter version for easy reference when you become familiar with 
the process) 

Reset Your Nervous System 

1.​ SIT: Upright, shoulders relaxed. 
2.​ INHALE (4): Deep breath in through nose, belly expands. (1... 2... 3... 4) 
3.​ HOLD (2): Gently at the top. (1... 2) 
4.​ EXHALE (6): Slowly through mouth, belly contracts. (Long exhale activates Vagus 

Nerve!) (1... 2... 3... 4... 5... 6) 
5.​ REPEAT: 3-5 times or for 1 minute. 
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