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Reset Your Stress System

Three free tools for the always-on nervous system.

If you work fire, EMS, law enforcement, dispatch, or any healthcare or shiftwork role, your
stress system (the HPA axis) takes a beating. “Wired and tired,” crashing after calls, can't
shut off after shift. These three tools cost nothing and can do a lot of work. The full science is
on the blog.

Tool 1 — The Morning Light Anchor

Why it works: Sunlight in your eyes within an hour of waking for the day triggers a timed
cortisol rise that anchors your daily rhythm, so your body knows when to be awake and
when to sleep. Skip it and the rhythm drifts.

1. Within 30-60 minutes of waking, get outside or sit in front of a therapy light (glass
blocks much of the light).

2. Eyes open, facing the light but NOT looking at the sun. No sunglasses.

3. 10—-15 minutes minimum. Overcast: 20+. Bright sun: 10-15.

4. Stack it on something you already do like drinking coffee, walking the dog, or eating
breakfast.

IF YOU HAVE ADHD

Your rhythm runs late and your cortisol is blunted by default, so this matters more, not
less. Anchor it to an existing habit — the ADHD brain won’t carry a new isolated one. If
you're medicated, ask your prescriber about caffeine timing.

IF YOU'RE A HIGHLY SENSITIVE PERSON

Outdoor light is gentler than a lamp. Start at sunrise or just after, and build up from 5
minutes if bright light overwhelms you.
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Tool 2 — The Physiological Sigh

Why it works: A double inhale fully inflates the lungs; a long, slow exhale raises vagal tone
and slows the heart, shifting you toward calm in one breath cycle. In a 2023 Stanford trial,
five minutes a day beat meditation for mood.

1. Normal inhale through the nose.

2. Second short sniff on top, to fully fill the lungs.

3. Long, slow exhale through the mouth, about twice as long as the inhales.

4. One to three cycles in the moment; five minutes daily for the deeper benefit.

IF YOU HAVE ADHD

You may not feel the early body cues and that’s fine. The sigh is something you DO,
not a state you have to sense. Use it as an external override; set a phone reminder if
needed.

IF YOU'RE A HIGHLY SENSITIVE PERSON

One of the most accessible tools for a sensitive system. Use it before, during, and after
loud or chaotic stretches. If you feel lightheaded, it's okay to stop.

Tool 3 — The Consistent Sleep-Wake Anchor

Why it works: When you sleep and wake at the same times, your body learns to release
hormones on schedule. Cortisol should be up in the morning, melatonin up at night. In a
study of nearly 61,000 people, regular sleep/wake timing predicted health and longevity

even more strongly than how many hours people slept. Benefits show within one to two
weeks.

1. Pick a wake time you can hold seven days a week. Wake time is the anchor that resets
the clock.

2. Keep it within about an hour, even on days off. Big weekend swings act like jet lag
without the trip.

3. Pair it with Tool 1: same wake time plus morning light is the strongest combination.

4. If you're short on sleep, it's better to extend by 1-2 hours or nap than to let your timing
swing wildly.
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IF YOU HAVE ADHD

A steady wake time is hard when your rhythm runs late, so make it external: a non-
negotiable alarm across the room, light on a timer, and a fixed first action. Structure
first, motivation second. The consistency is what your system can’t generate on its
own.

IF YOU'RE A HIGHLY SENSITIVE PERSON

Sensitive systems often need more sleep. Eight to 9 hours is normal, not excessive
and a longer wind down. Protect a 60—-90 minute low input runway before bed: dim
light, no screens, quiet.

If You Work Shifts

Shift work fights all three tools at once. Your schedule moves the very clock these tools are
trying to anchor. You can still use them; you just apply them to your body’s schedule, not
the sun’s.

For the light anchor (Tool 1)
« Anchor light to YOUR wake time, not the clock. If “morning” is 6 p.m., the light goes on at
6 p.m.

« Coming off a night shift, wear wraparound orange or red blue blockers on the drive
home. Morning sun tells your body to wake up exactly when you need to sleep.

For the sigh (Tool 2)
« Use it on shift such as in the truck, between rooms, after a hard call, before the report. It
works the same whatever the hour.

For the sleep-wake anchor (Tool 3)
« Pick one schedule and defend it if at all possible. The damage is in the flipping and
fixed nights or fixed days beat rotating.

+ On days off, keeping a partial version of your work-sleep schedule usually beats fully
flipping back and forth.

+ Make the bedroom cave dark for daytime sleep. Blackout shades, eye mask, phone on
do not disturb.
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Buying a Light Box
 If winters are long or you anchor light when the sun is down, you need a real 10,000-1ux
light. Phones and “daylight” bulbs don’t reach it.
+ Buy direct from the manufacturer, not Amazon or third-party marketplaces

(counterfeits and worthless warranties are common).

+ Large, diffuse fluorescent panels are easier on sensitive eyes than small, blue-heavy
LEDs. Verify any compact unit truly hits 10,000 lux at a usable distance.

Want the full science, references, and how long before you notice? Read the complete
guide: statuschecklic.com

Trinda Martin, LPC, EMT-P, CCTP — Status Check LLC. Trauma-focused telehealth for first responders and
healthcare professionals across Michigan.
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