
EMERGENCY RESPONSE TRAINING

Performance Under Pressure
Proven strategies to maintain clarity and composure in critical 
moments.

Staying clear and composed under pressure is not luck and it is not something only a few people 

are born with. It is a set of specific, trainable habits. This guide walks through the routines, focus 

techniques, and mental tools that help emergency professionals perform at their best when the 

moment matters most.
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GETTING STARTED

Clarity Under Pressure Is A Skill

Watch someone with years of experience handle a chaotic scene and it can look 
effortless, like they were simply built for it. In reality, what looks effortless is almost 
always the result of specific habits practiced deliberately over time. Composure 
under pressure is trainable in the same way a physical skill is trainable, through 
repetition, structure, and honest practice.

This guide focuses on the individual habits that support that composure, the 
routines, focus techniques, and mental tools that help you stay clear and effective 
when a critical moment demands it. These sit alongside the physiology and 
breathing work covered elsewhere in this series, giving you the practical layer that 
turns understanding into performance.

What This Guide Covers

In this guide you will learn

• How to build a pre performance routine that steadies you before high 
stakes moments

• How to control where your attention goes when everything is competing 
for it

• How mental rehearsal prepares your brain for situations before they 
happen

• A simple decision framework for staying clear when time is short

None of these tools require extra equipment or extra time in your day. Like any 
skill, they get sharper the more consistently you use them, in training and in the 
field.
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PART ONE

Building A Pre Performance Routine

Elite athletes rarely walk straight into a high stakes moment without preparation. 
They follow a routine first, the same small sequence of actions every time, because 
a familiar routine signals to the brain that it is time to perform, and it gives nervous 
energy somewhere useful to go.

Emergency professionals can use the same principle before a shift, before a 
briefing, or in the minute before stepping into a scene you know will be difficult.

What Makes A Good Routine

• Short, so it can realistically be done in under a minute

• Consistent, using the same steps every time rather than improvising

• Physical, involving an action rather than just a thought, like a breath, a stretch, 
or checking your gear

• Personal, built around what actually settles you rather than copied from 
someone else

A Simple Starting Template

Step 1   One Steady Breath.   Take one slow breath in and out to settle your 
body before you move.

Step 2   One Physical Check.   Touch or check a piece of gear, your radio, your 
belt, your notebook, anything that grounds you in the present task.

Step 3   One Cue Phrase.   Say a short phrase to yourself, out loud or silently, 
that reminds you how you want to show up, such as stay steady or one thing at a 
time.

Practice your routine before ordinary tasks too, not just high stakes ones, so 
it feels natural rather than forced when you actually need it.
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PART TWO

Controlling Where Your Attention Goes

In a critical moment, your attention is being pulled in multiple directions at once, 
radio traffic, bystanders, your own body, the task directly in front of you. Left 
unmanaged, stress will often pull your focus toward whatever feels most alarming 
rather than what is most useful. Learning to direct your attention on purpose is one 
of the most practical performance skills you can build.

Narrow Your Focus On Purpose

When a scene is overwhelming, pick one specific, physical point to focus on, a task, 
a person's hands, a single instrument or reading, and let that anchor your attention 
for a few seconds. This mirrors what your body already does under stress, 
narrowing focus, but it puts you in control of what it narrows onto.

Widen It Back Out When You Can

Once the immediate task is handled, deliberately widen your attention again, scan 
the room, check on your team, take in the broader picture. Moving between narrow 
and wide focus on purpose keeps you from getting stuck in tunnel vision longer 
than the moment requires.

Use A Cue Word

Many experienced responders use a short, silent cue word to redirect their focus 
when they notice it drifting toward panic or distraction, something as simple as 
focus, next, or task. Saying it internally acts like a small reset button.

You cannot control everything happening around you, but you can almost 
always control where you point your attention for the next few seconds. That 
is often enough.
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PART THREE

Mental Rehearsal Before It Happens

Your brain does not fully distinguish between a vividly imagined scenario and one 
you are actually living through. This is why mental rehearsal, deliberately picturing 
a difficult scenario and how you will handle it, is used so widely by pilots, surgeons, 
and elite athletes. Practiced regularly, it builds familiarity before the real moment 
ever arrives.

A Simple Way To Practice

Step 1   Pick A Realistic Scenario.   Choose something plausible for your role, a 
call that could reasonably happen on your next shift.

Step 2   Walk Through It In Detail.   Picture the scene, the sounds, the first 
actions you would take, and the decisions you would need to make, as specifically 
as you can.

Step 3   Rehearse Staying Composed.   Include yourself staying steady in the 
scenario, not just the technical steps. Picture your breathing, your tone, your focus.

Step 4   Keep It Short And Repeat Often.   A few minutes, done regularly, is 
more useful than one long session done occasionally.

Why It Works

Mental rehearsal builds a kind of familiarity that helps reduce the shock of a first 
encounter with a difficult situation. When something similar to what you have 
rehearsed actually happens, your brain has already built part of the pathway, which 
frees up capacity for clear thinking instead of pure reaction.

This is not about predicting the future or expecting the worst. It is about 
giving your brain a head start, the same way physical training gives your 
body one.
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PART FOUR

A Simple Framework For Fast Decisions

When time is short, trying to reason through every possible option leads to 
hesitation, and hesitation has its own cost. A simple, repeatable framework gives 
your brain a structure to move through quickly, even under real pressure.

Observe, Orient, Decide, Act

This four part cycle, sometimes taught as a decision loop, breaks a fast decision 
into small, manageable pieces rather than one overwhelming choice.

Step 1   Observe.   Take in what is actually happening right now, not what you 
expected or feared might happen.

Step 2   Orient.   Quickly connect what you are seeing to your training and 
experience. What situation does this most resemble.

Step 3   Decide.   Choose the safest reasonable action available to you right now, 
not a perfect one that does not exist.

Step 4   Act.   Commit to the action and move, then start the cycle again with 
fresh information.

Why This Helps

Breaking a decision into these four small steps keeps you moving instead of frozen, 
and it naturally repeats, so as new information comes in, you cycle through it again 
rather than trying to plan the entire situation out in advance.

The goal of this framework is speed with reason, not speed alone. A few extra 
seconds spent truly observing before deciding is rarely wasted time.
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QUICK REFERENCE

Your Composure Toolkit

You will not always have time to think through which tool fits a moment. Use this as 
a quick reference until reaching for the right one becomes automatic.

Tool Use It When Time Needed

Pre Performance 
Routine

Before a shift, briefing, or 
difficult call

Under 1 minute

Narrow Focus Anchor A scene feels 
overwhelming all at once

A few seconds

Mental Rehearsal During training time or 
downtime on shift

A few minutes

Observe Orient Decide 
Act

A fast decision is needed 
with limited time

Seconds, repeated

Making It Stick

Composure under pressure is built the same way any physical skill is built, through 
repetition in low stakes moments until it becomes available in high stakes ones. 
Pick one tool from this guide and practice it consistently for a couple of weeks 
before layering in another. Small, steady practice beats an occasional long session 
every time.

The responders who look calmest under real pressure are rarely the ones 
who feel nothing. They are the ones who have practiced these tools enough 
times that using them no longer takes conscious effort.
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