
HIGH STRESS RESILIENCE PROTOCOL 

A BRIEF PROTOCOL TO MANAGE ACUTE STRESS 

 

This is a super-brief five-step protocol for use in moments of acute stress. The whole 
protocol takes about 2–5 minutes, and should make a major difference any time you 
feel:  

• Overwhelmed 
• Panicky 
• Urgent / reactive 
• Mentally scattered  

 

STEP 1: INTERRUPT THE SPIRAL  

Say the following, either internally or out loud:  

“Pause. This is a stress response.”  

This will literally only take a few seconds.  

You’re labelling your current state, not the situation you’re in.  

Labelling your state creates psychological distance. You’re not at the centre of the 
panic; you’re observing it.  

 

STEP 2: FORCE A PHYSIOLOGICAL RESET 

A simple mindful breathing exercise is an incredibly powerful way to get your nervous 
system under control, and it works remarkably quickly:  

• Inhale through your nose for approximately four seconds 
• Slowly exhale for approximately eight seconds 
• Repeat approximately 8 – 10 times 

This simple practice downshifts your nervous system by switching it from heightened 
arousal to calm because slow breathing slows your heart rate, lowers your blood 
pressure, decreases muscle tension, and dampens your body’s fight-or-flight response. 
Breathing achieves this by sending a signal to your brain, via the vagus nerve, that 
there’s no immediate threat – thus reducing the intensity of the stress response.    



STEP 3: NARROW REALITY 

Zoom in on your current reality for 30–60 seconds.  

Ask yourself:  

• What is actually happening right now?  
• What is the immediate problem (not the imagined future)? 

This collapses a multitude of worries into a single issue that’s concrete and specific. By 
zooming in on the specifics, you can beat overwhelm fast.  

 

STEP 4: FIND THE NEXT CONTROLLABLE MOVE 

Now think forwards in terms of concrete action. Ask yourself: 

“What is the next small action that’s useful?” 

It should only take about 30–60 seconds to come up with an answer because you’ve 
already zoomed in on what you need to act on.  

It’s not about coming up with the perfect plan or a long-term solution. It’s just a single 
simple step. Examples might be:  

• Reach out to a supportive friend 
• Step away from the screen 
• Check a fact you’re unsure of 
• Hydrate, eat, get some rest  

Deciding on your next small action restores your sense of control in the moment. Other 
useful actions will follow. Don’t overthink this one.  

 

STEP 5: HOLD THE LINE 

This is the part most people skip, but it’s really important to:  

• Stay with the discomfort 
• Don’t try to escape it immediately  
• Don’t reach for your phone right away 
• Don’t seek reassurance just yet 
• Don’t take any impulsive action 

You’re training so that you can feel the stress and still stay steady.  



THE SUPER-SHORT VERSION 

If you ever find yourself too overwhelmed to remember all five steps, don’t let that 
cause you to spiral! If you’re struggling to remember the steps, just try to lock in these 
three:  

1. Pause + label 
2. Breathe (long out-breaths) 
3. One next action  

That’s good enough.  

 

DON’T MAKE THESE MISTAKES 

The following mistakes are why people might fail at getting their stress under control:  

1. Trying to think your way out 
 
You can’t out-think a dysregulated nervous system 
 

2. Jumping straight into action  
 
This leads to impulsive decisions, which may not be the best decisions 
 

3. Avoiding the feeling 
 
This reinforces the sense that you can’t cope with the stress 

 

MASTERY LOOKS LIKE THIS 

In a high-stress moment, your heart rate spikes and your thoughts race.  

But, instead of spiralling, you pause à regulate à take action 

That’s the difference between reacting to the stress and leading yourself through it.  

Resilience isn’t “I don’t get stressed”. It’s this:  

“Stress shows up, and I stay in control anyway.”  

When pressure hits, most people either freeze, overthink, or make quick decisions that 
don’t turn out well. You’re training to do what actually works: make clean, timely 
decisions with imperfect information.  


