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Session 5: The Window of Tolerance & Traumatic 
Stress with Heather Kent, TI-Psychotherapist

How to Recognize & 
Help Your Clients 
Understand Their 
Window of Tolerance 

Homework & Weekly 
Rituals for Success

Emotional Regulation and 
Expanding the Window of 
Tolerance



 

The Window of Tolerance - Review 

 The “window of tolerance” is a term first used by Daniel L. Siegel to describe the 

zone of arousal in which a person is able to function most effectively. When people are 

within this zone, they are typically able to readily receive, process, and integrate information 

and respond to the regular demands of everyday life without much trouble.  
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If you are under more stress than usual due to physical, emotional, financial, or relationship 

challenges, your window of tolerance will often narrow.  Things that didn’t bother you before 

might feel overwhelming.   
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 This phrase is first used by Daniel J. Seigel in The Developing Mind:  How Relationships and the Brain 
Interact to Shape Who We are.  New York:  Guilford Press, 1999, p. 253.  The application of the concept of 
window of tolerance to trauma was developed by Pat Ogden, Kekuni Minton and Clare Pain, in Trauma and the 
Body:  A Sensorimotor Approach to Psychotherapy. New York:  Norton. 
 

Emotions that exceed this window can 
cause unbearable pain (e.g., hurt, 
sadness, despair, anger, grief, shame) 
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Emotion 
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Emotions that fall within this 
window are tolerable and can be 
managed with existing coping 
strategies 

Feelings of unbearable numbness 
and disconnection describe the 
emotions that fall below this 
window 



   
When this happens, we naturally try to find ways to move back into our window of tolerance.  It is at 

these moments, if you don’t have effective and healthy coping strategies and supports, that you might 

be tempted to engage in riskier behaviours (alcohol or substance use, high risk sex, self-harm, 

gambling, etc.) to try to find immediate relief.  Unfortunately, there are often negative consequences 

that go along with these types of coping strategies. 

Hyperarousal vs. Hypoarousal 

 The area above the window of tolerance is called hyperarousal, otherwise known as the 

“fight/flight” response. It is often characterized by hypervigilance, feelings of anxiety and/or panic, 

and racing thoughts. The area depicted below the window of tolerance is called hypoarousal, 

otherwise known as the “freeze” response. Hypoarousal typically causes feelings of emotional 

numbness, emptiness, or paralysis.  

 In either of these states, an individual may become unable to process stimuli effectively. The 

prefrontal cortex region of the brain shuts down, in a manner of speaking, affecting the ability to think 

rationally and often leading to the development of feelings of dysregulation, which may take the form 

of chaotic responses or overly rigid ones. In these periods, a person can be said to be outside the 

window of tolerance. 
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Managing the Window of Tolerance 

The goal of this section is to provide a brief overview of healthy coping strategies and 

evidence-based supports that work for both move you back into your window of tolerance, and to help 

stretch or widen your window of tolerance. 

 

Grieving 

One of the hardest things about trauma recovery is grieving the losses of the parts of 

your life that were negatively impacted. Giving yourself permission to mourn and grieve 

properly is an essential part of trauma recovery and healing. It can seem appealing for many 

people to take an easier route, telling themselves that they don't need to heal and that 

“everything is fine;” however leaving traumatic experiences unresolved often leads to further 

harmful experiences. It is natural to want to repress or deny these feelings of loss or pain, but 

this never works in the long run. The pain from your wounds are real and denying them can 

be detrimental to your recovery. As you go through this process, it is important to remember 

that recovering from your loss is non-linear. At times, it may feel like you are moving in 

circles of emotions of anger, despair, guilt, relief, and acceptance; this is because grief often 

involves healing in layers, and it is not a step-by-step process. If you find that your grief is 

coming out randomly throughout the day, try creating a set schedule for it. Each day, set 

aside 30 minutes and set a timer; during this time, you can allow yourself to think about the 

losses, cry, write, listen to 

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE 

Goals:  

to help you more effectively 
move back into your window of 
tolerance when you start to feel 
overwhelmed 
to widen the window 



music – whatever you need to do to process through your grief. Grant yourself patience and 

compassion as you move through it and remember that it will become easier over time.  

Forgiveness 

If you truly want to heal and are blaming yourself for what happened in a past 

traumatic experience, forgiving yourself is a necessity to truly move forward in your life. Not 

forgiving yourself will only continue to cause harm to you and those around you who love 

you. These parts of ourselves that we are resistant to forgive are like open wounds; if we 

ignore them and try to cover them up, they will only continue to fester, become infected, and 

spread to other areas of our lives. Healing requires gathering courage to face these wounded 

parts of us and hear their truths. Try to think about what you would say to a friend who was 

carrying this same guilt; would you blame her for what happened? My guess is no – you 

would have so much kindness, compassion, and understanding that she did the best she could 

in that situation with the limited information that she had; the same is true for you.  

If you are a survivor of abuse, forgiving your abuser, however, is not a requirement 

for healing; it is a personal choice that everyone gets to make. You might feel forgiveness of 

the abuser is necessary to move forward, but that does not mean you have to. Survivors may 

have also experience physical and sexual abuse in addition to the psychological manipulation. 

You may have gone through so much trauma that it feels impossible to forgive, and that's 

okay. Our duty lies only in taking care of ourselves on the road to healing. Forgiveness can 

be a way of freeing yourself from bitter feelings of resentment. It is not, however, about 

forgetting about the abuse or pretending that it doesn’t matter; on the contrary, it is about 

acknowledging that the injury you sustained is significant, and that there is nothing that the 

perpetrator can do to ever make it right. The act of forgiveness is about you and not about the 

person who wronged you; when you forgive someone, you are giving yourself permission to 



let go of blame, anger, resentment, and revenge. When we release these toxic feelings, we 

often find a sense of peace.  

Working with our Parts 

Every one of us has a system internal part that make up our personality. Every major 

school of psychology recognizes that people have subpersonalities and gives them different 

names. The Internal Family Systems model, created by Richard Schwartz, a part is a distinct 

mental system with its own history, abilities, needs, and worldview (Schwartz, 1995). When 

we are subjected to abuse or some other form of trauma, the trauma injects some parts with 

beliefs and emotions that hijack them from their naturally valuable state. For example, each of 

us have parts that are childlike and fun. When we are abused, these are the parts that are hurt 

the most, and they become frozen, carrying the pain, terror, and betrayal of abuse. These 

become the parts of ourselves that we need to deny at all costs. Because they are locked away 

inside, IFS calls them the exiles. 

Now that there are exiles to contend with, the other parts of the system mobilize to 

protect the “internal family” from these exiles. These “protector” parts keep the toxic parts 

away; by doing this, though, they take on some of the abuser’s energy. The managers are very 

critical and perfectionistic, and they make sure that we never get close to anyone and motivate 

us to be endlessly productive. The firefighters are the emergency responders who jump into 

action whenever we have an experience that triggers an exiled emotion. Each split-off part 

holds different memories, beliefs, and physical sensations; some hold the shame, others the 

rage, some the pleasure and excitement, and others hold the intense loneliness or the 

compliance. All of these are aspects of the abuse experience. The key understanding here is 

that all these parts serve a function: to protect the self from feeling the full terror of extinction 

(van der Kolk, 2014).  



The invaluable thing about IFS is that it offers a framework for understanding them, 

and, equally important, talking about them in a way that does not label with a diagnosis. 

Recognizing that each part is stuck with baggage from the past and respecting its function in 

the overall system makes it feel less threatening or overwhelming. As Schwartz (1995) 

explains, “the role of therapists is to collaborate rather than to teach, confront, or fill holes in 

your psyche.” The first step in this collaboration is to assure the internal system that all parts 

are welcome, and that all of them (even those that are suicidal or destructive) were formed to 

protect the self-system, no matter how much they now seem to threaten it. 

IFS recognizes that developing mindful self-leadership is the foundation for healing 

from trauma. The internal leader must wisely distribute the available resources and supply a 

vision for the whole that takes all the parts into account. As Richard Schwartz explains, “the 

internal system of an abuse victim differs from the non-abuse system with regard to the 

consistent absence of effective leadership, the extreme rules under which the parts function, 

and the absence of any consistent balance or harmony.”  He goes on to explain that, beneath 

the surface of the protective parts of trauma survivors, there is an undamaged essence, a true 

Self that is confident, curious, and calm, that has been sheltered from destruction by the various 

protectors that have emerged in their efforts to ensure survival. Once those protectors trust that 

it is safe to separate, the Self will spontaneously emerge, and the parts can be enlisted in the 

healing process. Additionally, rather than being a passive observer, this mindful Self can help 

reorganize the inner system and communicate with the parts in ways that help those parts trust 

that there is someone inside who can handle things. The goal of IFS is to unburden all of these 

wounded parts and establish a trusted, healthy, harmonious internal system, with the Self as the 

leader and coordinator. Once they are in a state of Self, people in treatment will know what to 

say to each part to promote internal system peace and collaboration. As this is fairly complex 

mindfulness-based work, it should be done with a therapist who has received IFS training.  



Re-writing Your Story 

Another transformative modality of psychotherapy that can be easily integrated into 

window of tolerance work with survivors is narrative therapy, which was first developed in the 

1980s by New Zealand-based therapists Michael White and David Epston. Narrative therapy 

seeks to have an empowering effect and offer counselling that is non-blaming and non-

pathological in nature. helps people become—and embrace being—an expert in their own lives. 

In narrative therapy, there is an emphasis on the stories that you develop and carry with you 

through your life. As you experience events and interactions, you give meaning to those 

experiences and they, in turn, influence how you see yourself and the world. You can carry 

multiple stories at once, such as those related to your self-esteem, abilities, relationships, and 

work. The main idea in narrative therapy is that it is not our life events that affect our ability to 

solve problems; rather, it is our interpretation and narration of these events.  

Narrative therapy attempts to validate and rework our trauma into a coherent story from 

disintegrated pieces that may be caused by dissociation (or exiling our wounded parts). It places 

the abuse survivor as the “expert” on their life stories and works to discover skills, strengths, 

and values to create new “alternative” stories to the usual negative ones that often define our 

perception of ourselves and our lives (Angus and Greenberg, 2011). Rather than narrating the 

same old story that we are “not strong enough,” for example, we may instead choose an 

alternative tale, which recalls the multiple times we’ve survived and thrived through horrific 

circumstances. This is why writing and journaling is so powerful to recovery, because we can 

literally change the narrative and talk back to the existing one. We can “reframe” the 

experiences we’ve had, as well as our perception of the abuser as “powerful and invincible” at 

any point, by rewriting that old narrative so that we become the powerful agents of our lives.  



These healing stories not only integrate and reframe fragments of our traumatic past, but 

perhaps most importantly, they open the door to a new story in the future of secure, trusting 

relationships with others. 

There are a variety of techniques and exercises used in narrative therapy to help people heal 

and move past a problematic story. Some of the most used techniques include: 

following: Putting Together Your Narrative: Narrative therapists help their clients put together their 

narrative. This process allows the individual to find their voice and explore events in their lives 

and the meanings they have placed on these experiences. As their story is put together, the 

person becomes an observer to their story and looks at it with the therapist, working to identify 

the dominant and problematic story. 

Externalization: Putting together the story of their lives also allows people to observe 

themselves. This helps create distance between the individual and their problems, which is 

called externalization. This distance allows people to better focus on changing unwanted 

behaviours. As people practice externalization, they get a chance to see that they are capable 

and empowered to change. 

Deconstruction: Deconstruction is used to help people gain clarity in their stories. When a 

problematic story feels like it has been around for a long time, people might use generalized 

statements and become confused in their own stories. A narrative therapist would work with 

the individual to break down their story into smaller parts, clarifying the problem and making 

it more approachable.

Unique Outcomes: When a story feels concrete, as if it could never change, any idea of 

alternative stories goes out the window. People can become very stuck in their story and allow 

it to influence several areas of their lives, impacting decision-making, behaviours, experiences, 

and relationships. 

The process of narrative therapy can take time, but can eventually help people find their own 

voice and develop a healthier, more positive narrative. Your story matters....tell it!



My Life Story - A Narrative Exercise for "What Is PTSD? 3 Steps to Healing Trauma" 

© 2012, WhatIsPTSD.com 

Recounting your story is important for creating coherent episodes from chaotic events. This helps you re-establish 
a sense of identity as well as gaining some control over feelings of helplessness. We all have complicated lives but 
few of us take the time to truly know our-selves and so are left with a sense of uncertainty. This exercise opens 
the door to knowing and appreciating ourselves more deeply. The idea is not to add more than seven to ten words 
for any title, chapter, or line - or for the section, Into the Future. This keeps the exercise more reflective and less 
emotional, so we can really take over the role of being our own Wise Counsel. 

My Life Story 

1. Write your Book Title below:

2. Write out a minimum of seven Life Chapter Titles below that represent significant life stages and events.

For each Chapter, write out one line to describe the Life Chapter (i.e., 1. Life at the Zoo - My family life

was always full of excitement when I was growing up as the youngest of six kids):

1. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

6. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

7. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

PATH TO COMPLETE 



My Life Story - A Narrative Exercise for "What Is PTSD? 3 Steps to Healing Trauma" 

© 2012, WhatIsPTSD.com 

3. Write your final chapter and one line description below for:

Into the Future

4. Add to your chapters as needed:



Notes & Key Takeaways



Resources
Suggested Literature/Readings/Books

Mind: A Journey to the Heart of Being Human or Pocket Guide to 
Interpersonal Neurobiology: An Integrative Handbook of the Mind, both by Dr. 
Daniel Seigel.

Suggested Videos

Internal Family Systems & Trauma

HOMEWORK: A GUIDED MEDITATION for Self-Forgiveness

https://youtu.be/_j7mV__8Phs

https://youtu.be/_j7mV__8Phs
https://youtu.be/Lw1UyTxUENI
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