
Always On Alert
A reflection tool for recognizing when your body 

and mind are staying stuck in high-alert mode, 

even off shift.



When Alert Mode Stays On

Your body is built to respond, fast. Years of training and repeated high-stress calls wire 

your nervous system to stay ready, scanning for the next threat before the last one is 

even cleared. That's not a flaw. That's the job doing what it's supposed to do.

But here's the problem: the body doesn't always get the message that the shift is over. 

Even after you've hung up the vest and driven home, the system can stay keyed up. Heart 

rate slightly elevated. Jaw tight. Eyes still moving. Waiting for something that isn't 

coming.

This isn't weakness, it's your nervous system doing its job too well. Recognizing 

it is the first step to adjusting it.



How Does Alert Mode Show Up?

High-alert doesn't always look like obvious stress. Sometimes it's subtle, a low hum of 

tension you've gotten so used to, you don't notice it anymore. Check in honestly with 

what you're carrying right now.

Tense Body

Tight shoulders, clenched jaw, stiff 

neck, holding it even when there's 

nothing to hold for.

Short Patience

Small things feel bigger than they are. 

You're quicker to snap or check out.

Restless Feeling

Can't settle. Sitting still feels wrong. 

There's an urge to stay busy or stay 

moving.

Trouble Sleeping

Mind replaying calls. Hard to wind 

down. Waking up already braced for 

something.

Always Listening

Tracking background noise. Clocking 

exits. Even at dinner, part of you is still 

monitoring.

Hard to Sit Still

Downtime feels uncomfortable. 

Relaxing takes effort or doesn't 

happen at all.



Where Do You Notice It Most?

Alert mode doesn't stay at the station. It follows you into every space you move through 

off shift. Use this as a check-in: where is the tension showing up for you?

Noticing where it shows up is not about judging yourself, it's about getting 

honest so you can start to shift it.



What Keeps the System Activated?

Some things add fuel to an already-running engine. These aren't excuses, they're real 

inputs that stack up and keep the nervous system from downshifting. Identifying your 

triggers gives you something to work with.

Recent Hard Calls

Critical incidents, traumatic scenes, or close 

calls that haven't been processed yet.

Overtime & Long Shifts

Extended hours compound fatigue and 

reduce the body's ability to reset between 

exposures.

Poor Sleep

Broken or insufficient sleep keeps cortisol 

elevated and alert thresholds hair-trigger 

sensitive.

Crowded Places

Large gatherings, public spaces, or 

unpredictable environments spike the 

monitoring instinct.

Conflict Off Shift

Disagreements at home or elsewhere 

activate the same stress response as on-

job confrontations.

Constant Responsibility

Always being the one who handles things, 

at work and at home, with no true off 

switch.



Bring It Down One Level
You don't have to go from full alert to fully calm. The goal is just one level down. This sequence 

takes under two minutes and can be done anywhere, in the car, at the kitchen table, before 

sleep.

01

Slow Inhale Through the 
Nose

Breathe in for a count of 4. Let 

your belly expand first, not 

just your chest.

02

Longer Exhale

Breathe out slowly for a count 

of 6 or longer. The extended 

exhale is what signals safety 

to your system.

03

Relax Shoulders and Jaw

Let them drop. Notice how 

much you were holding 

without realizing it.

04

Feel Your Feet on the Ground

Press them gently into the floor. This grounds 

your attention in your body rather than your 

thoughts.

05

Name One Safe Detail

Look around and identify one thing in your 

environment that confirms you're not in 

danger right now.

Your alert system is trying to protect you. The skill is learning when it can stand down.


