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How Do I Build Stress Tolerance?
Read the article first. This worksheet accompanies The Necessity of Adversity at ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, which describes stress

tolerance as a living capacity, the threshold where we spin out, and why measured, chosen adversity moves it. Search “necessity of

adversity” on the site to find it.

Stress tolerance is the amount of activation we can experience while still retaining access to intention. Not perfection, not emotional

neutrality: intention. Picture a line rising as activation builds. At some point along it is our threshold, and past it the line spirals out,

executive function narrows, and behavior becomes automatic. This sheet works with the three variables that decide how that goes, then

sets up one practice of chosen adversity. Use a recent moment of a five out of ten or higher. A few words per space is enough.

V A R I A B L E  O N E

Distance to the
threshold

How far we can travel up the line before we spin out. Inside this range we can still think strategically, stay

congruent with our values, and choose rather than react.

V A R I A B L E  T W O

Consciousness of
the ascent

How aware we are of rising activation. Going from zero to ten instantly is often an ascent that went

unrecognized. Once the ascent is observable, it becomes influenceable.

I am ascending right now.

V A R I A B L E  T H R E E

The capacity to
re-regulate

How long recovery takes once we are past the threshold, how aware we are during it, and how skillful the

strategies are. Repair requires more energy than prevention, so the first two variables usually matter more.

T H E  P R A C T I C E

Measured, chosen,
workable
adversity

Not dramatic, not overwhelming. The kind that stretches without breaking. We notice the urge to escape

without obeying it, and we speak to the nervous system with kindness rather than force: purposeful, not

punitive.

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  C O L D  W A T E R

T H E  A D V E R S I T Y A cold shower. I live on a well, so when the shower turns cold, it is unmistakably cold.

T H E  A S C E N T The nervous system reacts immediately.

T H E  M I N D  S AY S “You could step back. You could turn the knob. Why would you stay in something uncomfortable when relief is
one small movement away?”

T H E  O V E R R I D E “Yes, this is uncomfortable. And you are choosing it for a reason. You are offering your nervous system
experience within higher activation so that executive function remains available when stress arrives elsewhere.”

O N  A  H I K E Past the two miles I know I can walk: “This is boring. My feet hurt. Maybe more mayonnaise would have
helped.” The override: “Yes, we are uncomfortable. And we are capable of continuing.”

O V E R  T I M E The threshold moves. Gradually. Quietly. The slow driver and the unexpected inconvenience begin to land
differently.

Internalizers often suffer more quietly than externalizers, though the activation may be as intense. Neither is evidence of moral deficiency. Both are
invitations to expand capacity.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “necessity of adversity” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/the-necessity-of-adversity/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/the-necessity-of-adversity/
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Reading the ascent
Work from one recent moment when activation rose past what we could hold.

T H E  M O M E N T

What happened, where was I, and who was there?

How far past my threshold? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

V A R I A B L E  T W O

Early signals
Which of these showed up before I spun out? Check them, then put them in order, earliest first.

Muscular tension Contraction in the chest

Shifts in breathing Cognitive narrowing

Urgency Irritability

The quiet emergence of impatience Another signal of my own:

I N  O R D E R ,  E A R L I E S T  F I R S T

M Y  E A R L I E S T  S I G N A L ,  T H E  O N E  I  M O S T  O F T E N  M I S S

P A S T  T H E

T H R E S H O L D

Where it goes

Past my threshold I tend to... Internalizing on the left, externalizing on the right. Both are a nervous system

trying to resolve overload.

Withdrawal Yelling

Avoidance Aggression

Collapse Impulsive action

Rationalization Confrontation

Disengaging from effort Behavioral discharge: leaning on the horn

W H A T  I T  L O O K E D  L I K E  T H I S  T I M E

V A R I A B L E  T H R E E

Coming back
How I recovered, without grading the speed.

H O W  L O N G  I T  T O O K

H O W  A W A R E  I  W A S  W H I L E  I T  H A P P E N E D

W H A T  H E L P E D  ( B R E A T H ,  M O V E M E N T,  G R O U N D I N G ,  A  P E R S O N )

Taking a long time to return is information about our range, not a commentary on our strength.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “necessity of adversity” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT
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Choosing adversity
One practice, small enough to repeat, large enough that the mind argues with it.

T H E  A D V E R S I T Y  I  W I L L  C H O O S E

Cold water, a walk past the distance I am comfortable with, a hike to point B and back, a little less climate control. Something

measured and inside the boundaries of safety.

T H E  P L A N

How much, how
often

Small and repeatable beats large and rare.

H O W  M U C H  ( T I M E ,  D I S T A N C E ,  T E M P E R A T U R E ) H O W  O F T E N ,  A N D  W H E N

T H E  N E G O T I A T I O N

What my mind
will say

The argument that forms to make the adversity disappear. This is boring. My feet hurt. You could turn the knob.

T H E  O V E R R I D E

My
compassionate
sentence

Validate the discomfort, and reassure the nervous system that it is purposeful. Not punitive. Not self-

aggressive.

S A Y I N G  I T  O U T  L O U D

Entering the experience knowingly turns it into nervous system training. What I will tell myself, or a partner who comes along, at the start.

None of this means seeking suffering or romanticizing hardship. The aim is capacity. Questions about cold water, strenuous exercise, or a health
condition belong with a doctor or another qualified professional.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “necessity of adversity” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT
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Two weeks later: has the line moved?
The threshold nudges upward. Not dramatically. Reliably. We look for small evidence.

W E E K  O N E

What I did, what I
noticed

W H A T  I  D I D ,  A N D  H O W  O F T E N W H A T  I  N O T I C E D  I N  T H E  A S C E N T

W E E K  T W O

What I did, what I
noticed

W H A T  I  D I D ,  A N D  H O W  O F T E N W H A T  I  N O T I C E D  I N  T H E  A S C E N T

E V I D E N C E  T H E  R A N G E  H A S  W I D E N E D

An everyday stressor that landed differently: the slow driver, the thermostat, the moment that once felt intolerable.

W H A T  H A P P E N E D :

W H E R E  I  W A S  O N  T H E  L I N E ,  A N D  W H E T H E R  I N T E N T I O N  S T AY E D  AVA I L A B L E :

T H E  N E G O T I A T I O N ,  T H I S  T I M E

What my mind said when I wanted to stop, and what I said back.

N E X T

Keep it, stretch it a little, or choose a different adversity.

We are capable of more than the nervous system initially predicts.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “necessity of adversity” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT
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