
Why Stress Load
Matters in Policing

Stress Load & Capacity

Policing exposes officers to continuous layers of stress — operational, emotional, cognitive, 
relational, and environmental. These layers accumulate over time, often unnoticed, until capacity 
drops sharply.

The Stress Load Model: The Three Layers

1. Immediate Load (Right Now)

Stress from the current moment or task.
 Examples: conflict, high‑risk jobs, time pressure, emotional intensity.

2. Residual Load (Today/This Week)

Stress that lingers after events or interactions.
 Examples: unresolved conflict, difficult jobs, poor sleep, cumulative fatigue.

3. Background Load (Seasonal/Chronic)

Long‑term pressures that sit in the background.
 Examples: workload, family stress, health issues, ongoing investigations, shift cycles.

When these layers stack, capacity drops — even if nothing “big” has happened.

What Reduced Capacity Looks Like

Short fuse or irritability
Feeling foggy or overloaded
Difficulty concentrating
Emotional numbness or detachment
Trouble switching off
Feeling behind, even when working hard
Small tasks feeling bigger than they should

These are signals, not failures.



Stress load builds in layers. 

Recognising it early helps officers protect readiness, 
clarity, and long‑term wellbeing.

How Officers Can Recalibrate Capacity

1. Micro Resets 

(Seconds–Minutes)

2. Daily Reset 

(End of Shift)

3. Weekly Reset 

(Pattern Stabilisation)

4. Seasonal Reset 

(Fatigue Prevention)

Reduce immediate 
load and stabilise the 
system.
 Examples: 90‑second 
reset, breath pacing, 
sensory grounding.

Clear residual load 
before it carries into 
home life.
 Examples: transition 
ritual, light movement, 
shower/temperature 
change.

Restore deeper 
capacity.
 Examples: slow 
morning, time in 
nature, restorative 
social connection.

Protect long‑term 
wellbeing.
 Examples: leave 
blocks, downtime 
after high‑intensity 
periods.

What Improved Capacity Feels Like

More clarity
More patience
Better decision‑making
Less emotional reactivity
More energy across the week
Feeling steadier and in control

Capacity is not fixed; it expands and contracts based on load and recovery.

Small resets prevent overload and keep officers steady across the demands of policing.



Practical Tools for Managing Stress Load

The 60‑Second Load Check

Ask yourself: What layer is most active — immediate, residual, or background?
 This helps you choose the right reset.

The 5% Rule

Small adjustments reduce load more effectively than big overhauls.

The Capacity Triangle

Capacity is influenced by:

Sleep
Nutrition
Connection

If one drops, the others carry more weight.

The Two‑Minute Breath Ladder

A progressive, timed breathing sequence where you “climb” through different breath ratios in short 
increments. A fast way to reduce immediate load. 

0:00–0:30— 4‑second inhale / 4‑second exhale
0:30–1:00 — 4‑second inhale / 6‑second exhale
1:00–1:30 — 4‑second inhale / 8‑second exhale
1:30–2:00 — 4‑second inhale / 10‑second exhale
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