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Leadership Under Stress
Command presence and team stabilization techniques for 
leaders.

When pressure rises, your team looks to you before they look anywhere else. This guide gives 

supervisors and command staff practical ways to project steadiness, communicate clearly, and 

keep a team stable when a situation is anything but calm.
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GETTING STARTED

Why Your Presence Sets The Tone

In a high pressure moment, your team is not just listening to your words, they are 
reading your entire presence, your tone, your posture, the pace of your speech, 
even your breathing. This is sometimes called social contagion, the way stress or 
calm spreads from one person to the rest of a group. As a supervisor or command 
staff member, you are often the single biggest factor in whether that spread runs 
toward chaos or toward control.

This is not about hiding what you feel or pretending nothing is wrong. It is about 
learning to regulate yourself first, so you can then help regulate the people 
counting on you. A leader who is visibly steady, even while making hard calls under 
pressure, gives their whole team something solid to stand on.

What This Guide Covers

The techniques here are drawn from how experienced command staff and peer 
support leaders actually operate on scene, on shift, and in the moments right after 
a difficult call.

In this guide you will learn

• What command presence actually looks like under real pressure

• How to communicate clearly when a scene is loud, fast, and uncertain

• Practical ways to stabilize a team member who is struggling in the 
moment

• How to lead a debrief that actually helps rather than just checks a box

None of this replaces tactical training or procedure. It sits alongside it, giving you 
the human skills that determine whether your team executes what they know, or 
falls apart under the weight of the moment.
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PART ONE

What Command Presence Actually Is

Command presence is often misunderstood as volume or authority, being the 
loudest voice in the room or the person who barks orders. In practice, the leaders 
who steady a team best are usually the opposite, calm, measured, and clear, even 
when everything around them is not.

The Building Blocks

Command presence is made up of a few observable, learnable habits rather than a 
personality trait some people are simply born with.

• A steady, even tone of voice, even when the situation is urgent

• Deliberate, unhurried movement, which signals control rather than panic

• Clear, short instructions instead of long explanations in the moment

• Visible focus, looking at the person you are speaking to rather than scanning 
anxiously

Regulate Yourself First

You cannot project calm you do not have. Before you speak to your team in a high 
pressure moment, take one slow breath and consciously drop your shoulders. This 
takes less than two seconds and it changes how the next sentence out of your 
mouth actually sounds.

Your team will often mirror your state faster than they follow your 
instructions. Steady yourself first, then speak. The order matters.
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PART TWO

Communicating Clearly When It Is Loud 
And Fast

Stress narrows attention, for you and for everyone on your team. Instructions that 
would be perfectly clear on a calm afternoon can get lost entirely in the middle of 
an active incident. Leading well under pressure means adjusting how you 
communicate, not just what you say.

Keep It Short And Concrete

Long or layered instructions are hard to process under stress. Break what you need 
into the smallest clear piece, one task, one name, one direction, and confirm it 
landed before moving to the next.

Say Names, Not Just Roles

Using a person's name, rather than a general instruction to the group, cuts through 
the noise and tunnel vision that stress creates. A specific name lands where a 
general statement often does not.

Confirm The Loop Closed

Do not assume an instruction was received just because you said it. A short 
readback, or a simple check like asking someone to repeat what they heard, 
catches the gaps that auditory exclusion and tunnel vision create in high stress 
moments.

• Use short, direct sentences rather than full explanations in the moment

• Address people by name whenever you can

• Confirm understanding out loud instead of assuming it

• Save the full explanation of why for the debrief afterward

If you find yourself repeating instructions and they still are not landing, that is 
often a sign of stress narrowing attention, not a sign someone is not listening. 
Slow down, shorten the message, and use their name.
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PART THREE

Stabilizing A Team Member In The 
Moment

At some point, you will have a team member who is visibly struggling in the middle 
of an incident, frozen, overwhelmed, or spiraling. How you respond in that moment 
can bring them back into the task or push them further out of it. This is one of the 
most important, and least trained, parts of leading under pressure.

A Simple Approach

Step 1   Get Close And Get Their Eyes.   Move near them and make eye contact 
if you can. This alone often interrupts a spiral.

Step 2   Use Their Name.   Say their name before anything else. It draws 
attention back to you and to the present moment.

Step 3   Give One Small, Doable Task.   Ask for one specific, simple action, not 
a full explanation of the plan. A concrete task gives their attention somewhere to 
go.

Step 4   Check Back Quickly.   Circle back within a minute or two to confirm they 
are steady, rather than assuming one interaction fixed things.

What Not To Do

• Avoid long explanations in the moment, they need one small task, not a briefing

• Avoid visible frustration, even if you are also under pressure, it adds to their 
spiral

• Do not ignore it and hope it resolves on its own, address it directly and quickly

A person who feels seen and given one clear thing to do will often steady 
faster than one who is left to work through it alone.
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PART FOUR

Making Calls Under Pressure

As a leader, the decisions you make under stress carry extra weight, because your 
team is not just executing them, they are watching how you arrive at them. 
Confident decision making under pressure is a skill you can build deliberately, not a 
trait you either have or do not.

A Simple Framework

Step 1   State What You Know.   Say out loud, even briefly, the key facts you 
are working with. This steadies your own thinking and keeps the team aligned.

Step 2   Pick The Safest Reasonable Option.   Under time pressure, aim for the 
safest workable choice rather than searching for a perfect one that does not exist 
yet.

Step 3   Commit And Communicate.   Once you decide, say it clearly and move. 
Visible hesitation spreads uncertainty through the team faster than a decision that 
turns out to need adjusting.

Step 4   Adjust Without Apology.   If new information changes the picture, 
update the call plainly. Adjusting a decision as facts change is a sign of good 
leadership, not weakness.

Trust Your Training

Under real pressure, you will not have time to reason through every option from 
scratch. This is exactly why repeated, realistic training matters so much for leaders 
too. The clearer your training, the faster and steadier your decisions will be when it 
counts.

An imperfect decision made clearly and quickly is often safer for everyone 
than a perfect decision made too slowly.
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PART FIVE

Leading The Debrief And Long Term 
Stability

How a team recovers after a hard call often matters as much as how they 
performed during it. A leader who skips the debrief, or rushes through it, misses 
one of the most effective tools for keeping a team sharp and stable over the long 
run.

What A Good Debrief Includes

• Start with facts, walking through what actually happened before moving to 
judgment

• Ask open questions, like what stood out to you, rather than only what went 
wrong

• Make space for silence, not everyone processes at the same speed

• Follow up individually with anyone who seemed affected, not just as a group

Stage What To Do Timing

Immediate Check In Confirm everyone is 
physically and mentally 
okay

Right after the call

Operational Debrief Review what happened 
and what worked or did not

Same shift, if possible

Peer Support Follow Up Offer space to process, one 
on one or in a group

Within a few days

Ongoing Check Ins Watch for lasting signs of 
strain over time

Weeks after a hard call

Your Own Recovery Matters Too

Leaders often focus so much on stabilizing their team that they neglect their own 
recovery. Your steadiness over a career depends on the same habits you 
encourage in others, rest, honest debriefing, and real support from your own peers 
and command staff.
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