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Diffuse Physiological Arousal & Stonewalling Repair
The 100 BPM Heart Rate Threshold: Autonomic Flooding, Involuntary Vagal Freeze, and The 20-Minute Reset Protocol

CLINICAL THRESHOLD

100 BPM Tachycardia

AUTONOMIC STATE

Diffuse Physiological Arousal

BIOLOGICAL RESET TIME

Minimum 20 Minutes

PRIMARY MECHANISM

Parasympathetic Vagal Brake

THE STONWALLING BIOLOGICAL REALITY:

In Dr. John Gottman's 40-year laboratory studies, stonewalling (withdrawing, giving the silent treatment, or crossing arms during an argument) is
not a deliberate weapon of cruelty. In 85% of cases, it is an involuntary physiological freeze response that occurs when a partner's pulse spikes
past 100 beats per minute. At this threshold, prefrontal empathy goes offline, auditory processing distorts, and survival freeze takes over.

1. Physiological Flooding: Engaged Communication vs. Neurological Freeze

Arousal Level Physiological & Hormonal Cascade Relational & Communicative Capacity

Regulated Baseline (65-80
BPM)

Ventral vagal complex engaged. Normal heart rate
variability; low cortisol.

Full access to prefrontal empathy, humor, active
listening, and creative problem-solving.

Borderline Stress (85-95
BPM)

Sympathetic branch engages; mild adrenaline; subtle
narrowing of visual field.

Defensive vocal tone emerges; partner interrupts
more frequently; nuance is lost.

Flooded / DPA (>100 BPM) Diffuse Physiological Arousal. Adrenaline surge;
hyperventilation; amygdala hijack.

Total empathic shutdown. Partner stonewalls
(freezes) or explodes. Rational negotiation
impossible.
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2. Word-for-Word De-Escalation & Timeout Scripts

Conflict State Toxic Escalation Instinct Clinical Vagal Reset Script

Flooded Partner (Pulse
>100 BPM)

Storming out of the room, slamming doors, or glaring
in stone-cold silent defiance.

"My body is flooded right now and my heart is racing. I
want to hear you, but I need 20 minutes to calm down so I
don't say something hurtful. I will be back at 7:30 PM."

Pursuing Partner
(Demanding Answers)

Following partner into bedroom: "Don't you walk away
from me! Look at me when I'm talking!"

"I see that we are both escalated. Let's pause for 20
minutes. I love you, and we will finish this calmly when
our bodies are relaxed."

3. The Gottman 20-Minute Physiological Timeout Protocol

[ ] Step 1: Check Your Pulse During Disagreement
Wear a smartwatch or place two fingers on your carotid artery. If your resting heart rate crosses 100 BPM, call a mandatory physiological
timeout immediately.

[ ] Step 2: State the Exact Return Time Commitment
Never walk away without stating a precise return time: 'I am taking a 20-minute reset and will meet you in the living room at 8:15 PM.'
Unannounced departure triggers abandonment terror.

[ ] Step 3: Separate Physical Environments
Move into separate rooms out of visual and auditory contact. Remaining in the same room maintains micro-vigilance and prevents
autonomic down-regulation.

[ ] Step 4: Strict Anti-Ruminating Rule
Do not spend the 20 minutes rehearsing your rebuttal or building evidence of your partner's flaws. Ruminating keeps adrenaline pumping
and resets the 20-minute clock to zero.

[ ] Step 5: Somatic Self-Soothing (Distraction & Breath)
Listen to calming instrumental music, read a book, take a warm shower, or practice deep diaphragmatic 4-7-8 breathing to stimulate the
cardiac vagal brake.

[ ] Step 6: The Softened Startup Re-Entry
Re-enter the room softly with uncrossed arms and a relaxed tone: 'Thank you for giving me that time. I was overwhelmed. Let's look at
this together.'
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