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Window of Tolerance

IN THIS GREAT EXAMPLE WE CAN SEE WHAT HAPPENS WHEN OUR NERVOUS SYSTEM
BECOMES ACTIVATED IN EITHER HYPO OR HYPER AROUSAL.

2. Sympathetic “Fight or Hight” Response
Hype rarous al ZOne Increased sensations, flooded
Emotional reactivity, hypervigilant
Intrusive imagery, Flashbacks
Disorganised cognitive processing

1. Ventral Yagal “Sodal Engagement” Response

Window of Tolerance ,
; State where EI:I'H)!IOI'IS ¢':an be
Optimal Arousal Zone tolerated and information
integrated

3. Dorsal Yagal “Immobilisation” Response
Hypoa rous al Zon e Relative absence of sensation
Numbing of emotions
Disabled cognitive processing
Reduced physical movement

Adapted from Ogden, Minton, & Pain, 2006, p. 27, 32; Corrigan, Fisher, & Nutt, 2010, p.2

We need to understand the therapeutic window of tolerance so that we can better understand
what is happening to us when we are experiencing distress. As we become more familiar with
our nervous system and understanding when we are ON or OFF, we can also make better
decisions about pacing ourselves with trauma therapy as well. Sometimes in trauma therapy

our nervous system can get triggered and we either experience hyper arousal, hypo arousal or
both at the same time.
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It is not unusual for people who have suffered complex trauma, such as childhood abuse to be
incorrectly diagnosed with Bipolar disorder. Sometimes this ON and OFF looks similar to the up

and down of bipolar.

For survivors of complex trauma, triggers in the present, can remind one of the past, thus
activating our nervous system to believe that it is under attack which then moves one into
either hyper or hypo arousal. Ultimately treatment involves knowing when we are activated and
then using grounding skills to help us return to optimal level of tolerance.
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Certain coping or regulating behaviors
become understandable if we do not know
how to deactivate our nervous system. Ask

yourself:

We may also be driven by addictive behaviors when our nervous system is in hypo or hyper
arousal. Gambling, sex, and shopping are other examples.

For those suffering or stuck in
hypo arousal there may be a
need to ACCESS feelings in
which case substance abuse,
extreme sports, taking
dangerous risks helps us to turn
ON or feel alive. Persons in hypo
arousal often speak to the
phenomena of being numb, flat,
with no access to feelings or
feeling shut off.
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