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EMOTIONAL AROUSAL CYCLE

Understanding How Escalation Affects Judgment
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The Activation Phase

We get "activated" by external events (being yelled at, getting cut off in traffic) or internal thoughts (recalling an
unresolved argument). We perceive some kind of emotional or physical threat and physiological changes begin. At this
point we still have the ability to think clearly and may have a sense of heightened awareness.

The Escalation Phase

Our body's arousal systems prepare for a crisis. Adrenaline begins pumping into the bloodstream:
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Increase in respiration (rapid breathing)

Increase in heart rate and blood pressure

Increased blood flow to large muscles in preparation for fight or flight
Muscles tense (jaw, neck, shoulders, hands)

Voice pitch alters and volume increases

Hearing becomes somewhat impaired; pupils enlarge; brow falls

As these changes occur, our ability to reason begins to diminish as blood leaves the forebrain.
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Phases 3 - 5: Crisis, Recovery & Post-Crisis

The Crisis Phase

At this stage our body is compelled to take action and we enact our fight or flight response. Our quality of judgment
and ability to reason is seriously impaired at this point. This is a highly charged phase — decisions made here are
usually not the best ones.

Key insight: This is the worst possible time to try to problem-solve. The goal is to de-escalate, not to resolve.

The Recovery Phase

Our body begins to recover. Adrenaline slowly leaves the bloodstream and arousal tapers off until normal levels are
reached. Our quality of judgment returns as reasoning begins to replace the survival response.

Key insight: This is when it becomes possible to re-engage — though the person may still need time and space before problem-
solving.

The Post-Crisis Depression Phase

Our body enters a short period in which the heart rate slips below normal levels to regain its balance. Awareness and
energy return to the forebrain, allowing the person to assess what just occurred. This assessment often leads to
feelings of guilt, regret and emotional depression, as well as physical exhaustion.

Key insight: The person may be open to reconnection and resolution here — approach with care and without blame.

Applying This in Practice

Watch for the signs — rapid breathing, raised voice, physical Don't escalate yourself — your own calm tone and body
tension signal the escalation phase is underway. language can help de-escalate the other person.

Time outs work — suggesting a break gives both parties time Revisit when both are calm — genuine resolution happens in
to move through the cycle before returning. phase 4 and beyond, not phase 3.

Adapted from Paul Smith: "Management of Assaultive Behaviour"
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