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ffi”iw Affect Regulation and the Window of
Tolerance: A Quick Guide

Your emotions and nervous system are constantly working to keep you balanced. When we feel
dysregulated—either overwhelmed (hyperarousal) or shut down (hypoarousal)—our affect regulation
system helps bring us back to balance. This system operates through three key mechanisms.

The Three Affect Regulation Systems

1. The Threat System (Protection & Survival)
e Normal Function: Helps you recognize and respond to real dangers, keeping you safe.
e Activated by Danger, stress, or perceived threats.
e Primary Hormones: Adrenaline and cortisol, which prepare the body for fight-or-flight
responses.
e Signs of Hyperarousal:
e Anxiety, panic, hypervigilance, difficulty calming down.
e Feeling overwhelmed or emotionally reactive.
e Signs of Hypoarousal:
e Feeling numb, disconnected, dissociated.
e Low energy, shutting down.
e Regulation Tip: Use grounding techniques like deep breathing, sensory focus (touching
objects, listening to soothing sounds), or progressive muscle relaxation.

2. The Drive System (Motivation & Achievement)
e Normal Function: Keeps you motivated, engaged, and driven to pursue meaningful goals and
rewards in a balanced way.
e Activated by: Goals, rewards, motivation, and success.
e Primary Hormone: Dopamine, which fuels motivation, pleasure, and reward-seeking
behaviour.
e Signs of Overactivation:
e Workaholism, perfectionism, restlessness, never feeling satisfied.
e (Overcommitting to tasks without rest.
e Signs of Shutdown:
e Lack of motivation, feeling directionless or exhausted.
e Difficulty engaging in previously enjoyable activities.
o Regulation Tip: Set realistic goals and take intentional breaks. Celebrate small successes
instead of chasing perfection.
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3. The Soothing System (Calm & Connection)
e Normal Function: Helps you feel safe, connected, and emotionally regulated, promoting rest
and recovery.
e Activated by: Safety, relaxation, and emotional connection.
Primary Hormones: Oxytocin and endorphins, which promote relaxation, trust, and bonding.
e Signs of Balance:
e Feeling calm, emotionally stable, and connected.
e Engaging in self-care and supportive relationships.
e Signs of Overuse:
e Avoiding challenges or engaging in excessive passive coping (e.g., excessive TV
watching, isolation).
e Emotionally disengaging instead of addressing issues.
e Regulation Tip: Engage in mindful activities self-compassion exercises, and connect with
safe people who support you.

How the Window of Tolerance Relates to Affect Regulation

Your Window of Tolerance is the range where your nervous system can effectively manage emotions.
When you're within this window, you feel balanced and able to handle life’s challenges.
When stress pushes you outside this window, your affect regulation systems react in two ways:
e Hyperarousal (Fight/Flight): Intense anxiety, anger, panic, or hypervigilance.
e Hypoarousal (Freeze/Shut Down): Emotional numbness, dissociation, exhaustion,
disconnection.

Flipping Your Lid
Dr. Dan Siegel explains that when we are pushed outside our Window of Tolerance, we can “flip our
lid,”—meaning the brain’s emotional center (amygdala) takes over, disconnecting from rational thought
(prefrontal cortex).

e In hyperarousal, this may look like impulsive reactions, emotional outbursts, or panic.

e In hypoarousal, this may look like withdrawal, dissociation, or shutting down.
Understanding Flipping Your Lid can help you recognize dysregulation and apply self-regulation
strategies.

<~ See ""Regulation and Strategy Ideas" for techniques to return to your Window of Tolerance
and manage dysregulation effectively.
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Regulation and Strategy Ideas
1. Activate the Soothing System (First Step in Regulation)

e Think of a Safe Place: Visualize a location where you feel completely secure (real or imagined).

Engage all senses—what do you see, hear, feel, smell?
e Safe Alliance: Connect with someone you trust who provides emotional support.
< Refer to the 'Safe Alliance' worksheet for more ways to strengthen emotional
connection.
e Use a Weighted Blanket or Gentle Pressure: Helps calm the nervous system.
Engage in Self-Compassion: Speak to yourself the way you would a loved one in distress.
e Listen to Calming Sounds: Nature sounds, soft music, or white noise can be soothing.

2. Grounding Techniques (Helps Hyperarousal & Hypoarousal)
e Deep breathing (Box breathing, 4-7-8 breath).
e Holding an object (stone, soft fabric) and focusing on texture.
e Noticing 5 things you can see, 4 you can touch, 3 you can hear, 2 you can smell, 1 you can
taste.

3. Balance Work & Rest (Regulates Drive System Overactivation)
e Schedule realistic goals and include breaks.
e (elebrate small wins rather than waiting for big accomplishments.
e Avoid all-or-nothing thinking—progress is enough.

4. Move Your Body (Releases Stress Hormones & Restores Balance)
e Take a walk outside or do light stretching.
e Shake out your arms and legs to release built-up energy.
e Try dancing or a fun movement to reset your brain.

Qulck Tips to Stay Within Your Window
Ground Yourself: Deep breathing, stretching, or using sensory input (e.g., touching a soft
object).
e Balance Work & Rest: Avoid burnout by pacing your tasks and allowing downtime.
Connect with Others: Safe relationships and support systems activate the soothing system.
e Move Your Body: Gentle movement (yoga, walking, dancing) helps regulate stress.
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