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BEFORE YOU BEG N

A Note Before You Begin

Emotional flooding is not weakness. It is not drama. It is your nervous system doing
exactly what it was built to do when it detects that the emotional load has exceeded
what can be held.

During intense emotional activation, reasoning, language, planning, and impulse control
may become temporarily harder to access. You are not being irrational. You are being
human, in a state where rational thought is temporarily unavailable.

Reasoning alone is often not enough during intense flooding. Body-based
grounding and reduced stimulation may make reflective thinking more
accessible again.

These tools don't stop you from feeling. They create enough physiological space for
your thinking brain to come back online — so the feeling can move through you rather
than take you under.

The goal is not calm. The goal is one notch less flooded than you are right now.

You are not too nuch. You are overloaded. There is a difference.

Flooding can also occur during real danger, abuse, intoxication, withdrawal, medical

illness, or psychiatric crisis. Do not assume every intense state is merely emotional

activation. When safety or health is uncertain, seek appropriate support.




ORI ENTATI ON

How to Use This Toolkit

This one is different. When you are flooded, reading is hard. So this toolkit is built to be
used in very small pieces. This toolkit contains six core tools, supported by a three-step
protocol, quick-reference guide, personal profile, and customized action plan.

THREE VWAYS TO USE I T

IN THE MOVENT
Go straight to the Quick Reference. Pick the shortest tool. Do just that. Reading comes
later.

LEARNI NG MODE
Read through once when calm. The understanding of what flooding actually is makes the
tools work better.

BU LDI NG A PRACTI CE
Complete My Flooding Profile and My Personal Protocol. The more you know your
pattern, the faster you can interrupt it.

FIND YOUR TOOL BY WHAT' S HAPPENI NG RI GHT NOW

Need something physical, fast Spinning, can't land anywhere

- Tool 01: Cool Sensory Reset - Tool 02: 5-4-3-2-1 Gounding
Body won't stop, needs to move Breath is short and tight

- Tool 03: Mvenent Discharge - Tool 04: Breath Regul ation
Can't name what this even is Flooding keeps returning

- Tool 05: Enotional Labeling - Tool 06: The Contai ner

Important: when flooded, do not make decisions, send messages, or have important
conversations. The tool comes first.



UNDERSTANDI NG FLOODI NG

What Is Emotional Flooding?

Daniel Siegel describes a Window of Tolerance — the zone where we can function, feel,
and think at the same time. Flooding happens when emotion pushes us above that
window.

The Window of Tolerance is a widely used clinical framework for describing the range in
which a person can remain emotionally present while still thinking and functioning. It is a
useful model, not a precise measurement or diagnosis.

HI GHER ACTI VATI ON / HYPERAROUSAL
Overwhelmed - Can't think - Rage - Panic - Crying - Spinning

WORKABLE RANGE / W NDOW OF TOLERANCE
Can feel and think at the same time

LOVER ACTI VATI ON / HYPOAROUSAL (see Tool kit 04)
Shutdown - Numb - Flat - Disconnected - Collapsed

Reasoning, planning, and impulse control may become harder to access during
intense activation. This is not a choice. It is a biological response to overwhelm.

SI GNS YOU ARE FLOODED

Can't finish a sentence Mind completely blank

Crying that won't stop Everything feels urgent
Rage with no off switch Can't hear what's said

Heart pounding fast Shaking or trembling

The most important thing to know when flooded: you are not broken and you are not

dangerous. You are temporarily above your window. The tools bring you back.




EMERGENCY PROTOCOL

The 3-Step
Emergency Protocol

When flooded, decision-making is compromised. This sequence removes the need to
decide anything complicated. Follow the steps in order.

O 1 PAUSE NONESSENTI AL ACTI ON

Put down the phone when safe to do so. Pause the conversation, scrolling, drafting,
or decision-making. Do not stop an activity when doing so would create danger, such
as while driving, supervising a child, cooking over an active flame, or handling

machinery.

02 COOL THE BODY

Cold water on your face or wrists. If unavailable, press both feet hard into the floor
and hold something with firm pressure. The goal is a physical signal that may help
redirect attention away from the flood.

03 CHOOSE ONE TOOL

Do not choose the best tool. Choose the first tool that comes to mind from the Quick
Reference. One tool for 60 seconds is enough to begin the return.

The single most important rule when flooded: do not make decisions, send messages,
or have significant conversations until you are back in your window. What feels urgent

almost never is.

- If the flooding is connected to a safety concern —yours or soneone
el se's —stop here and contact appropriate support imedi ately.

- Cold techniques are optional. Avoid extrene cold or sudden inmmersion.
Peopl e wi th cardi ovascul ar conditions, fainting history, circulation
probl ems, pregnancy, or other nedical concerns should use a neutral

grounding alternative unless cleared by a professional.




TOOL 01

Cool Sensory Reset

Physiological interrupt

USE WHEN: Need sonet hi ng physical, fast

A noticeable change in temperature may help redirect your attention to the present
moment. This works well for many people, though not everyone finds cold or cool
sensations helpful or accessible.

OPTION A —COOL WATER
o Run cool water over your hands and wrists, or splash it gently on your face.

Q Let the sensation register fully for a few seconds before drying off.

e Repeat once or twice if it helps.

OPTION B —COOL CLOTH OR OBJECT
Press a cool, damp cloth to your face, neck, or wrists.

Or hold something cool and solid: a can, a smooth stone, a countertop.

e Notice the temperature and texture under your hand.

OPTION C —FRESH AIR
e Step outside or open a window, if that is available to you.

Let the air move across your face and hands for a moment.

° Take a few slow breaths in the cooler air.

- This works through attention and sensation, not through a guaranteed
physi ol ogi cal override. If cold or cool sensations feel unpleasant or
are nedically inadvisable for you, choose a different tool.




5-4-3-2-1 Grounding

Sensory anchoring to the present
USE WHEN: Spi nning, can't |and anywhere

When flooded, the mind races between past and future, between catastrophe and
meaning. This tool interrupts that by anchoring attention to what is physically real and
present right now.

Move slowly through each sense. This is not a race. The slower you go, the more

effective it is.

THI NGS YOU CAN SEE
Look around deliberately. Name five things out loud or in writing. Be specific: not 'a
chair' but 'a gray chair with a red cushion.'

THI NGS YOU CAN TOUCH
Make physical contact with four things. Notice texture, temperature, weight. Press into
them slightly.

THINGS YOU CAN HEAR
Go still and listen. Name three sounds — near and far. Background noise counts.

THI NGS YOU CAN SMELL
Breathe in. Name two smells. If nothing registers, find something — coffee, fabric, your
own skin.

THI NG YOU CAN TASTE
Notice what is in your mouth. Have a sip of water if you need something concrete.

Grounding works because you cannot be fully in the past or future and fully in

your senses at the same time. The senses live in the present moment.

and one sensation you feel can be enough. If scanning the environment

increases overwhelm, choose one neutral object and describe only its shape,
color, and texture.

| You do not have to complete all five categories. Naming one thing you see



TOOL 03

Movement Discharge

Releasing the flood through the body

USE WHEN: Body won't stop, needs to nove

Gentle movement may provide the activation with a safe direction and help reduce
the sense of being trapped inside it.

CHOOSE ONE —DO I T FOR 60-120 SECONDS

Shake
Stand and shake your hands, arms, legs. Let the whole body tremble slightly. Animals do
this naturally after threat — it completes the stress cycle.

Walk fast
Leave the space you're in. Walk with intention — arms swinging, pace purposeful.
Outside is better. Around the block is enough.

Push into a wall
Stand close. Press both palms flat against the wall. Push as hard as you can for 10
seconds. Release. Repeat 3 times. This can give intense energy a safe outlet.

Cold + movement
Splash your face, then walk immediately. The combination of dive reflex and movement
is the fastest known return to the window.

Rhythmic tapping
Alternate tapping left knee, right knee, steadily. Add sound if it helps.
Bilateral stimulation can help organize a flooded nervous system.

Stomp and hum
Stamp both feet alternately on the floor while humming any note. Sounds
playful, and can help organize a flooded nervous system through vagal activation.

- Every novenent here has a smaller version: shake or tap while seated
or sinply tense and rel ease instead of standing. Nothing here should be
forced. Stop for pain, dizziness, or worsening synptons.




TOOL 04

Breath Regulation

Using the breath to lower the flood

USE WHEN: Breath is short and ti ght

During flooding, breathing becomes shallow, fast, or held entirely. This amplifies the
physiological state of overwhelm. Deliberately changing the breath pattern sends a
direct signal to the nervous system that the threat has passed.

Important: do not force deep breathing if you are very flooded — it can increase panic.
Start with just slowing the exhale.

PHYSI OLOG CAL SI GH

Double inhale through the nose (sniff, then a second smaller sniff to top up the lungs).
Long, slow exhale through the mouth. The double inhale deflates the tiny air sacs that
collapse during stress. One to three repetitions is enough.

EXTENDED EXHALE

Inhale for 4 counts. Exhale for 8 counts. Do not force the inhale — the exhale is where
the regulation happens. A longer, slower exhale may activate the parasympathetic brake.
Repeat 5-8 rounds, or fewer if that feels like enough.

BOX BREATH

Inhale gently. Hold only if that feels comfortable — a shorter hold or no hold at all works
too. Exhale slowly. Repeat, adjusting the counts to whatever feels manageable right
now.

- Humming can |l engthen the exhale if that feels confortable —it is
optional. No breath holding is required for any of these. If focusing
on your breathing increases panic, dizziness, air hunger, or

di sconfort, stop and use external grounding instead.




TOOL 05

Emotional Labeling

Name it to tame it

USE WHEN: Can't nanme what this even is

Neuroscientist Dan Siegel coined the phrase 'name it to tame it." Research shows that
putting a specific label on an emotional experience reduces activity in the amygdala and
increases prefrontal cortex engagement — literally bringing the thinking brain back
online.

The more specific the label, the more effective the regulation. 'Bad' is less useful than
'humiliated.' 'Upset' is less useful than 'terrified and then furious.’

THE PRACTI CE

Ask: "What am | actually feeling right now?" Try naming the broad category first:
scared, angry, sad, ashamed, overloaded, disconnected, or unsure. "l do not know
yet" is also a valid answer.

Push for specificity. Not 'bad' — but what flavor of bad? Scared? Betrayed?
Ashamed? Helpless? Furious?

Write it down if possible. The act of writing externalizes the emotion and creates a small
but real distance.

Name all the layers: "I'm angry, and underneath the anger I'm scared, and underneath
the fear I'm deeply sad.”

Say it out loud: "I feel ." Speaking activates different neural pathways than
thinking.

Then add: "And that makes sense, because ." Self-understanding accelerates
regulation.

FROM VAGUE TO SPECI FI C

"1 feel bad"

Ashamed / Hum liated / Cuilty / D sappointed

"l feel upset"

-~ Terrified / Furious / Devastated / Overwhel med

"I feel weird"

— Dissociated / Nunb / Unreal / Di sconnected

You are not your emotion. You are the one experiencing the emotion. Naming
it reminds you of that difference.



TOOL 06

The Container

When the flood keeps returning

USE WHEN: Fl oodi ng keeps returning

Sometimes the flood isn't one wave — it keeps coming back. Repeated flooding often
means the nervous system doesn't yet believe the emotion has anywhere safe to go.
The Container gives it a place.

THE | MAGERY PRACTI CE
Close your eyes or soften your gaze. Take three slow breaths.

Imagine a container. Make it solid, strong, and large enough. A vault, a chest, a deep
safe room — whatever feels secure to you.

In your mind, place the flooding emotion into the container. You are not destroying it.
You are giving it somewhere to wait while you regulate.

Close the container. You decide what closes it — a lock, a seal, a key. Notice that you
hold the key.

Say: "I am not leaving this feeling behind. | am setting it down long enough to come
back to my window."

When you are ready — in an hour, or tomorrow — you can open the container
deliberately, with support if needed.
| will return to this on at

This tool is not suppression. Suppression ignores and pushes away. Containment
acknowledges and chooses the timing. The distinction matters: you are not

abandoning the feeling. You are pacing your access to it.

WHEN TO OPEN THE CONTAI NER
e When you are back in your window of tolerance

e With a therapist or trusted support person

When you have time and space to feel without needing to function immediately after

- |If the imagery doesn't conme easily, try this: physically wite the
feeling on paper, fold it, and put it in a drawer. The physical act works
the same way
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AFTER THE FLOOD

After the Flood

Emotional flooding is physiologically exhausting. After the wave passes, the body needs
care — not analysis, not processing, not figuring out what it means. Just care.

RECOVERY RI TUALS

Rest without guilt. The nervous system has been in overdrive. It needs to recover.

Eat or drink something warm if possible. The body depletes real resources during a
flood.

Do not have the conversation or send the message yet. Wait until tomorrow at the
earliest.

Avoid alcohol. It feels like regulation — it delays it and typically worsens the next flood.

Notice what triggered the flood without judging yourself for being triggered.

Journal when ready: "What was the emotion beneath the flood? What did it need?"

Flooding is not failure. It is information — about capacity, about what matters,
about where your edges are. The work is not to become someone who never
floods. It is to become someone who knows how to return.

Over time, with practice, the window of tolerance widens. Floods become
shorter. Return becomes faster. Not because you feel less — but because
you've learned to trust that you can come back.
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QUI CK REFERENCE

When to Use What

TooL 01 30-60 sec
Cool Sensory Reset
When: Need something fast SB=E e
TOOL 03 1=2 nin
Movement Discharge
When: Body needs to move =2 i
5 nmn
Emotional Labeling
5 mn

When: Can't name what this is

Pause nonessential action — Cool the body - Choose one tool

5-4-3-2-1 Grounding
When: Spinning, can't land

TOOL 04

Breath Regulation
When: Breath short and tight

TOOL 06

The Container
When: Flood keeps returning

3-5 nmn

3-5 mn

3-8 nmn

3-8 mn

5-10 min

5-10 nmin
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PERSONAL WORK

My Flooding Profile

Complete this after the flood has passed. Use it to recognize your pattern faster next time.

What tends to trigger my flooding How my body signals flooding is starting

What I do when flooded that | regret What has helped me return

The earliest warning sign — before | am fully flooded
The moment | can still choose. What does that moment look like?

What | need other people to know when | am flooded
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PERSONAL WORK

My Personal Protocol

Choose your tools and write them in. Made when calm, for when you're not.

I KNOW I AM FLOODI NG WHEN...

MY THREE TOOLS —I N ORDER

01 FIRST
The tool | reach for immediately:

02 THEN
If the flood continues, | do:

03 FINALLY
If | am still above my window, | use:

WHAT | WLL NOT DO WH LE FLOODED

e.g. Send that message, make that call, make any decision

MY REM NDER PHRASE

What | say to myself when flooding starts:
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A FI NAL NOTE

You feel deeply.
That is not the problem.

The capacity to feel everything — the grief, the rage, the love, the
overwhelm — is not a malfunction. It is how you are made. The flooding is
not evidence that you are broken. It is evidence that you are alive and
paying attention.

The work is not to become someone who doesn't flood. It is to become
someone who knows the flood will pass — and who has learned, slowly,
imperfectly, and with enormous courage, how to move through it.

You came back from every flood that came before this one.

You will come back from this one too.

Enoti onal Fl oodi ng
The Nervous System Regul ation Tool kit Series - No. 03
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