
The ZONE Literacy Starter
A Practical Framework for Staying Clear-Headed Under Pressure

Introduction: Why This Exists
I spent years thinking I was just bad at handling workplace pressure.

Every time a meeting got moved without warning, I'd feel this wave of tension. My brain 

would fog up. My body would lock. And I'd think: "Why is this so hard for me?"

It wasn't until my late diagnosis at 42 that I realised: I wasn't failing. My system was just 

processing more than others could see.

This ZONE Literacy Starter is the framework I built for myself. It's not about fixing yourself. 

It's about gaining clarity. It's about learning to work with your nervous system, not against 

it.

This is the starting point. I hope it helps you as much as it has helped me.

Part 1: The Problem You Feel Is Real

The Invisible Load

If you've ever felt like work is harder for you than it seems to be for others—not because 

you're less capable, but because your system is processing more—you're not imagining it.

Many neurodivergent professionals carry an invisible load. This is the constant, low-level 

cognitive effort required to navigate a world not built for your nervous system. It's the 

energy spent on:

• Filtering out background noise and light

• Translating unspoken social cues

• Pretending to be engaged in small talk

• Switching between tasks with different cognitive demands

• Managing the internal monologue of self-correction and doubt

This isn't a character flaw. It's a processing cost. Think of it like a computer running 

multiple background programmes. The computer isn't broken; it just has less available RAM 

for the task at hand.

The Energy Paradox



We often talk about energy as if it's a single fuel tank that we deplete and refill. But for 

neurodivergent professionals, the reality is more complex.

Some tasks that appear simple to others—a surprise phone call, a change in routine, an 

unscheduled meeting—can cost far more energy than expected. Meanwhile, activities that 

should be restorative (like a lunch break in a noisy canteen) might not restore anything at 

all.

The challenge isn't that you have less energy than others. It's that you're operating without 

a clear picture of what actually drains you and what genuinely restores you. This makes it 

easy to end up depleted without understanding why.

Your Sensitivity Is Data

Your sensitivity to overstimulation, distraction, and vague expectations isn't a weakness. 

It's information.

Your nervous system picks up on workplace toxicity—unclear communication, 

unsustainable workloads, lack of psychological safety—long before others notice. The 

problem isn't your sensitivity. The problem is that you've been taught to ignore it or push 

through it.

The goal isn't to become less sensitive. The goal is to learn how to read the signals your 

system is giving you, so you can make deliberate choices to protect your thinking space.

This isn't about fixing yourself. It's about gaining clarity.

Part 2: The Skill You Need

The Shift from Discipline to Literacy

The solution to the invisible load is not more discipline, more willpower, or another 

productivity hack. If "trying harder" worked, it would have worked by now.

The solution is a different skill entirely: State Literacy.

It's the ability to notice, "My thinking is foggy," instead of concluding, "I'm lazy." It's the 

ability to recognise, "My system is overloaded by this open-plan office," instead of believing, 

The core premise of the ZONE framework: You didn't choose your nervous system or 

your environment, but you can learn to read yourself more accurately within it.

State Literacy is the skill of accurately reading your own internal state—your 

capacity, your stimulation level, your cognitive load—in real time, without 

judgement.



"I can't handle this job."

This skill is a superpower for neurodivergent professionals because it allows you to work 

with your nervous system, not against it.

Part 3: The ZONE Framework

The Two Axes of Your Experience

The ZONE framework is a simple map of your internal state. It's built on two axes that 

you're already experiencing every moment of the day:

1. Stimulation: How much data is your system processing? This can be sensory (noise, 

light), cognitive (information, decisions), or social (interactions, expectations).

2. Energy: How much capacity do you have to meet demands? This is your physical, 

cognitive, and emotional fuel.

By plotting these two axes, we can create a map with four core zones.

The Four Primary ZONES

1. WIRED (High Stimulation, High Energy)

• Feels like: Buzzy, restless, driven, racing thoughts, physically agitated

• Common Misinterpretation: "I'm productive and on a roll!" or "I'm anxious and need 

to calm down"

• The Reality: You're running on adrenaline. This state is effective for short bursts but 

unsustainable. If you stay here too long, you're heading for a crash.

2. OVERLOADED (High Stimulation, Low Energy)

• Feels like: Tense, irritable, foggy, stuck, overwhelmed, everything feels loud and 

demanding

• Common Misinterpretation: "I'm failing at my job," or "I'm too sensitive"

• The Reality: Your system's processing capacity has been exceeded. You have no 

available RAM. More effort will only make it worse. This is a state for strategic retreat, 

not pushing through.

3. FLAT (Low Stimulation, Low Energy)

• Feels like: Heavy, drained, blank, apathetic, disconnected

• Common Misinterpretation: "I'm depressed," or "I've lost my motivation"



• The Reality: Your system is in a state of deep energy conservation. This is often the 

aftermath of being Overloaded or Wired for too long. It's a signal to rest, not to search 

for inspiration.

4. STEADY (Low Stimulation, High Energy)

• Feels like: Calm, grounded, able to think, focused, steady

• Common Misinterpretation: "This is boring," or "I should be doing more"

• The Reality: This is your sustainable performance state. It's the zone where you can do 

your best work over the long term. The goal is not to live here forever, but to know how 

to return here deliberately.

Part 4: The 60-Second Z.O.N.E. Practice
This is the core practice. It's a 60-second mental exercise to use before a meeting, during a 

moment of pressure, or after a triggering event. It's not about fixing the problem; it's about 

restoring your ability to think clearly so you can choose your next move.

The Practice

Z — Zero In (15 seconds)

• Question: Where am I right now?

• Action: Pick one of the four state labels: Steady / Wired / Overloaded / Flat. Don't 

overthink it. Go with your first gut feeling.

O — Observe (15 seconds)

• Question: What's the most likely thing pulling me off balance? (Or if Steady: What's 

helping me stay steady?)

• Action: Pick one of the six common influences: Sensory / Cognitive Load / 

Uncertainty / Scrutiny / Transitions / Body Needs. This isn't about blame; it's about 

pattern recognition.

N — Navigate (15 seconds)

• Question: What's the lowest-drama, most work-appropriate option available to me 

right now? (Or if Steady: What would help me protect this state?)

• Action: Consider your menu of options: Can I clarify? Can I slow down? Can I defer my 

response? Can I answer partially? Can I step back physically?

E — Engage (15 seconds)

• Question: What's one small thing I'll do next?



• Action: Identify one small, concrete action. Not a grand plan. Just the next right thing. 

Send the email. Take a sip of water. Say, "I need a moment to think about that."

Part 5: Your First Two Weeks

Your Goal

Your only goal is to build the habit of noticing. You are not trying to fix your state, change 

your environment, or become more productive. You are simply practising the skill of State 

Literacy.

The Daily Practice

Once or twice a day—perhaps before your first meeting and after your last—run through the 

60-second Z.O.N.E. practice. You can do it in your head, on a sticky note, or in a private 

document.

Building Your Regulation Menu

As you practise, you'll start to notice patterns. The "Navigate" step will become easier as 

you build your personal Regulation Menu—a list of small, work-appropriate actions that 

help you protect your thinking space.

Start a list with two columns:

• My Biggest Energy Drains: (e.g., Unscheduled video calls, meetings without an 

agenda, crowded commutes)

• My Most Reliable Energy Credits: (e.g., Positioning myself with my back to the wall, 

taking a 5-minute walk between meetings, drinking a glass of cold water, asking "What 

does success look like for this task?")

You don't need many options. You just need your options.

The End of Two Weeks

At the end of two weeks, you will not have solved all your workplace problems. But you will 

have something more valuable: data. You will have a clearer picture of your own patterns, 

your triggers, and the small choices that help you stay grounded.

That data is the foundation for everything that comes next.

A Grounding Reminder: You don't have to answer everything immediately. You're 

allowed to pause. Staying adult is enough.



What Happens Next
This ZONE Literacy Starter is just that—a start. It gives you the language and the basic tools 

to begin practising State Literacy.

But real change comes from sustained practice and community. That's why I'm building the 

14-Day Reset—a guided course that will help you turn these concepts into a daily habit. It 

will include:

• Daily prompts and exercises

• Guided audio practices

• A community of peers to share insights with

• 12 months of access to the NeuroAdapt web app to track your progress

If you found this starter helpful and you're interested in going deeper, you can learn more 

about the 14-Day Reset at neuroadapt.ai

For now, just focus on the practice. Notice your patterns. Build your Regulation Menu. And 

see what data you collect.

Thank you for being here. You're not alone.
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