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WINDOW OF
TOLERANCE

The window of tolerance refers to the
range of emotional and physical states
where first responders can handle stress
and stay focused, calm, and effective.
Within this window, they can manage
emotions like fear, anger, and sadness
without becoming overwhelmed, allowing
them to make clear decisions and interact
productively.

When stress exceeds this window, first
responders may enter hyperarousal (fight
or flight) or hypoarousal (freeze or
shutdown), affecting their ability to
function. Recognizing when they’re
approaching or exceeding their window
helps first responders use tools like deep
breathing, mindfulness, or peer support to
regain balance.

Indicators of Hyperarousal
and Hypoarousal

Loss of Direction, Sense of Emptiness or
Isolation

Hopelessness and Helplessness
Withdrawal from Family and Friends
Self-Destructive Language

Cynicism or Jaded Outlook on Life
Fearfulness and Dissociation

Anger Toward God or a Higher Power
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What does it mean?

Emotional Regulation

The ability to manage emotions (e.g., fear,
anger, sadness) without becoming
overwhelmed. Within the window, first
responders can recognize and address
emotions without letting them affect
performance.

Cognitive Function

Staying mentally clear and able to make
sound decisions under pressure. Within the
window, first responders can think critically,
problem-solve, and prioritize actions, which
are essential in emergency situations.

Self-Connection

Staying connected to oneself by being aware
of physical sensations and emotions. This
helps first responders recognize when they're
reaching their limits and take steps, like deep
breathing or short breaks, to stay within the
window

Effective Communication

The ability to interact with colleagues,
civilians, or patients in a constructive and
calm manner. When within the window, first
responders can communicate clearly and
maintain teamwork, ensuring a coordinated
and effective response.

Adaptability

The ability to remain flexible and adjust to
rapidly changing situations. First responders
within their window can quickly adapt to new
information, changes in the environment, and
evolving needs during emergencies.
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For more resources on
wellness, visit our website
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vafirstresponderwellness.org/resources

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE
INITIATIVE

Scan for more information
vafirstresponderwellness.org/about-us

CONTACT US

Chris Scuderi

Public Safety and Law Enforcement Training
Coordinator

(804) 278-7054

Marc Dawkins

Law Enforcement and Public Safety Training
Manager

(804) 380-9709

Email us at:
vafirstresponderwellness@dcjs.virginia.gov

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE (cont.)

Strategies For Expanding our
Window of Tolerance

Establish Boundaries

Set clear work-life boundaries to avoid
emotional overload. Taking time for personal
interests, family, or rest helps recharge
emotional and mental energy, ensuring long-
term resilience.

Mindful Communication

Engage in open and honest communication
with coworkers and supervisors about
emotional stress. Talking through challenging
situations in a supportive environment can
help process difficult emotions and reduce
mental load.

Peer Support and Team Building

Foster supportive relationships with
colleagues who understand the emotional toll
of the job. Having a reliable team to lean on
promotes a sense of connection and reduces
isolation, which can prevent burnout and
expand emotional resilience.

Develop a Routine for Self-Care

Make time for self-care practices such as
adequate sleep, balanced nutrition, and
relaxation activities. Consistent self-care
promotes emotional regulation, reducing the
likelihood of entering hyperarousal or
hypoarousal states.

Use Grounding Techniques

Grounding exercises help bring a person back
into the present moment when feeling
overwhelmed or detached, expanding the
window of tolerance.

Note: This information is provided in collaboration with NOTA Fitness.

Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services

www.dcjs.virginia.gov 10/2025



