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Decision Making Under Stress
Frameworks to improve judgment and speed when every 
second counts.

When time is short and the stakes are high, good judgment does not come from thinking harder. 

It comes from having the right frameworks already in place. This guide gives you practical ways to 

sharpen your decision making so you can act quickly and soundly when there is no time to weigh 

every option.
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GETTING STARTED

Why Good Judgment Gets Harder Under 
Pressure

Under normal conditions, making a decision means weighing options, thinking 
through consequences, and choosing the best path. Under acute stress, that entire 
process changes. Time is short, information is incomplete, and the part of your 
brain responsible for slow, careful reasoning takes a back seat to faster, more 
automatic processing.

This is not a personal weakness. It is how the brain is built to work under threat. 
The good news is that decision making under pressure can be trained and 
structured, so that instead of freezing or guessing, you have a small set of reliable 
frameworks to lean on when time is tightest.

What This Guide Covers

In this guide you will learn

• How experienced responders make fast decisions by recognizing patterns

• How to pre decide your response to likely situations before they happen

• A simple way to prioritize when several things demand a decision at once

• Why aiming for a good enough decision often beats searching for a 
perfect one

These frameworks are not meant to replace your training or protocols. They are 
meant to help you apply what you already know more quickly and with less 
hesitation when time is working against you.
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PART ONE

Deciding By Recognizing The Pattern

Ask an experienced responder how they made a fast, correct call in a chaotic 
moment, and they will often struggle to explain it step by step. That is because 
most expert decisions under pressure do not come from comparing multiple 
options. They come from recognizing a situation as similar to one faced before, and 
reaching for the response that worked, or almost worked, last time.

This is sometimes called recognition primed decision making, and it is the natural 
result of experience, but it can also be built deliberately rather than left to chance.

How To Build This Skill

• Review real calls afterward and name what pattern you recognized, or missed

• Study near misses and close calls, not just the ones that went wrong

• Talk through scenarios with experienced colleagues to borrow their pattern 
library

• Use realistic training scenarios that vary rather than repeating the exact same 
drill

What To Watch For

Pattern recognition is powerful, but it can also mislead you if a new situation only 
looks similar to a familiar one on the surface. Stay alert for details that do not fit 
the pattern you are matching against, and be willing to break from it when the 
evidence says the situation is actually different.

The fastest good decisions usually come from responders who have simply 
seen more, whether in real calls or in realistic training. Experience is the raw 
material this entire skill is built from.
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PART TWO

Deciding Before You Need To

One of the most effective ways to speed up a decision under pressure is to make 
part of it in advance. If then planning means deciding ahead of time how you will 
respond to a specific situation, so that when it actually happens, you are executing 
a decision rather than making one from scratch.

How To Build An If Then Plan

Step 1   Identify A Likely Situation.   Think of a scenario that could realistically 
come up in your role, based on past calls or known risks.

Step 2   Decide Your Response In Advance.   Choose specifically what you will 
do if that situation happens, in enough detail that it is not vague.

Step 3   Phrase It As If Then.   Write or say it as a simple rule, such as if the 
scene is not secure, then I hold position and call for backup before entering.

Step 4   Rehearse It.   Say the plan out loud or picture it during training so it is 
available to you, not just written down somewhere.

Why This Works

A decision made calmly in advance takes far less mental effort to execute under 
pressure than a decision built from nothing in the moment. This is part of why 
standard procedures exist, but you can extend the same principle to your own 
personal decision points, not just formal protocol.

You do not need an if then plan for every possible situation. A handful 
covering your most common or highest risk scenarios covers most of the 
benefit.
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PART THREE

Deciding What Needs You Right Now

In a fast moving situation, several things can demand a decision at the same time, 
and treating them all as equally urgent is one of the fastest ways to lose clarity. 
Triage thinking, a term borrowed from medical practice, means quickly sorting 
demands by true urgency rather than reacting to whichever one is loudest.

A Simple Sort

Step 1   What Is Life Threatening Right Now.   Anything with immediate risk to 
life or safety goes first, without exception.

Step 2   What Will Get Worse If Ignored.   Address problems that are actively 
escalating before ones that are currently stable.

Step 3   What Can Genuinely Wait.   Some demands feel urgent but can hold 
for minutes without real consequence. Name them as such and set them aside on 
purpose.

Say It Out Loud

When you are working with a team, saying your triage decision out loud, such as 
that can wait, this cannot, keeps everyone aligned and stops multiple people from 
independently reacting to the same loud but lower priority demand.

Not everything that feels urgent actually is. Taking two seconds to sort before 
acting almost always saves more time than it costs.
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PART FOUR

Choosing Good Enough Over Perfect

Under time pressure, searching for the perfect decision is often what causes the 
biggest delays and the worst outcomes. Researchers call the alternative satisficing, 
choosing the first option that is good enough to meet the need, rather than 
continuing to search for the theoretically best one.

Why This Is Not A Compromise

Satisficing is not about lowering your standards. It is about recognizing that in a 
fast moving situation, the cost of delay often outweighs the small potential gain of 
a marginally better option. A solid decision made now is frequently safer than a 
slightly better one made too late.

How To Apply It

• Set a minimum standard the decision needs to meet, then take the first option 
that clears it

• Give yourself a time limit for the decision, even an informal one, and stick to it

• Remind yourself that you can adjust the decision as new information comes in

• Notice when you are gathering more information out of genuine need versus out 
of discomfort with deciding

A good decision made quickly, that you can adjust as things change, will 
usually outperform a perfect decision made too slowly to matter.
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QUICK REFERENCE

Choosing The Right Framework

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

Framework Use It When Time Needed

Recognition Primed You have relevant 
experience to draw on

Instant to seconds

If Then Planning A known, anticipated 
situation arises

Instant, if pre planned

Triage Thinking Several demands compete 
for attention at once

A few seconds

Satisficing You have options but 
limited time to choose

Seconds to a minute

Learning From Your Decisions

Every decision, good or bad, is a chance to sharpen your judgment for next time. 
After a significant call, take a few minutes to think through what you noticed, what 
you decided, and what you would do the same or differently. This habit, sometimes 
called a decision review, is what turns individual experiences into the pattern 
recognition covered earlier in this guide.

You do not need to review every call in depth. Reviewing the ones that 
stretched you, went well or not, builds judgment faster than reviewing 
routine ones.
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