
EMERGENCY RESPONSE TRAINING

Tactical Breathing Guide
Step by step breathing techniques for immediate nervous 
system control.

Your breath is the one part of the stress response you can consciously control. This guide gives 

you a set of simple, trainable breathing techniques you can use before, during, and after a high 

pressure call to bring your body back under control.
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GETTING STARTED

Why Your Breath Matters So Much

Most of what happens during a stress response runs on autopilot. Your heart rate, 
your blood flow, the release of adrenaline, none of that waits for your permission. 
Breathing is different. It happens automatically too, but unlike almost everything 
else in the stress response, you can reach in and take direct control of it whenever 
you choose.

That matters because your breath and your nervous system are wired together in 
both directions. A fast, shallow breathing pattern tells your body to stay on high 
alert. A slow, controlled pattern sends the opposite signal, telling your body it is 
safe to settle. This connection runs through the vagus nerve, a long nerve that links 
your brain to your heart, lungs, and gut, and it is the reason breathing techniques 
work as fast as they do.

What This Guide Covers

The techniques in this guide are used by military units, law enforcement, and 
medical teams around the world because they are fast, require no equipment, and 
can be used almost anywhere, including mid call.

In this guide you will learn

• Box breathing, a steady four part pattern used before and after high 
stress moments

• The physiological sigh, a fast reset you can use in just a few seconds

• Four seven eight breathing, a technique built for winding down after a 
shift

• A tactical pause you can use on the radio or mid conversation

Read through each technique once, then come back and actually practice them. A 
breathing technique only works under pressure if your body already knows how to 
do it without thinking.
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TECHNIQUE ONE

Box Breathing

Box breathing gets its name from its shape, four equal steps of equal length, like 
the four sides of a box. It is one of the most widely taught techniques among first 
responders because it is simple to remember and effective almost anywhere, from 
a locker room before a shift to the front seat of a unit right after a difficult call.

How To Do It

Step 1   Breathe In.   Inhale slowly through your nose for a count of four, letting 
your belly expand rather than raising your shoulders.

Step 2   Hold.   Hold that breath gently for a count of four. Keep your shoulders 
and jaw relaxed rather than tense.

Step 3   Breathe Out.   Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count of four, 
letting the breath leave fully.

Step 4   Hold Again.   Pause at the bottom, lungs empty, for a count of four, then 
begin the next round.

When To Use It

• Before a high stakes call or briefing, to settle your system and sharpen focus

• During a lull in an active incident, when you have even a few seconds to reset

• After a call, to bring your heart rate back down before your next task

Start with a count of four on each side. If that feels rushed, slow it down to 
five or six. There is no fixed number, the goal is a steady, even rhythm, not a 
specific count.
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TECHNIQUE TWO

The Physiological Sigh

When you need something faster than box breathing, the physiological sigh is one 
of the quickest ways researchers have found to lower stress in the body. It takes 
less than thirty seconds and needs no counting, which makes it useful in the middle 
of a fast moving situation.

How To Do It

Step 1   First Inhale.   Breathe in through your nose until your lungs feel 
comfortably full.

Step 2   Second Inhale.   Without exhaling, take a second, shorter sip of air 
through your nose to top off your lungs fully.

Step 3   Long Exhale.   Release all of that air slowly through your mouth, letting 
the exhale run longer than the inhale.

Step 4   Repeat If Needed.   One or two rounds is often enough to feel a shift. 
Use a few more if you need it.

When To Use It

• The moment you notice your heart rate spiking during an active situation

• Right before stepping into a scene that you know will be difficult

• Any time you need a fast reset and do not have time for a longer technique

This technique was studied specifically for how quickly it lowers stress 
compared to other breathing patterns. Because it takes only seconds, it is 
one of the few tools you can use while still moving, talking, or working a 
scene.
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TECHNIQUE THREE

Four Seven Eight Breathing

Where box breathing helps you stay level and the physiological sigh gives you a 
fast reset, four seven eight breathing is built for a different job, winding all the way 
down. It is a slower, longer pattern that works well at the end of a shift, before 
sleep, or any time you need to fully step out of high alert rather than just settle it 
for the moment.

How To Do It

Step 1   Inhale.   Breathe in quietly through your nose for a count of four.

Step 2   Hold.   Hold that breath for a count of seven, staying relaxed rather than 
straining.

Step 3   Exhale.   Breathe out slowly and fully through your mouth for a count of 
eight, making a soft whoosh sound as the air leaves.

Step 4   Repeat.   Complete four rounds to start. You can build up to more with 
practice.

When To Use It

• At the end of a demanding shift, to help your body downshift out of high alert

• Before sleep, especially after a call that is still sitting with you

• During scheduled recovery time, as part of a regular practice routine

This pattern can feel awkward at first, especially the longer hold and exhale. That is 
normal. Like any physical skill, it becomes easier and more natural the more you 
practice it in calm, low pressure moments.
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TECHNIQUE FOUR

The Tactical Pause

Sometimes you do not have time for a full breathing cycle. You are mid 
conversation, on the radio, or actively working a scene. The tactical pause is built 
for exactly that, a single controlled breath you can slip into the natural gaps of 
what you are already doing.

How To Do It

Step 1   Notice The Gap.   Find a natural break, between radio transmissions, 
after giving an instruction, or before you speak.

Step 2   Take One Slow Breath.   Inhale through your nose over about three or 
four seconds, then exhale slowly through your mouth.

Step 3   Reset And Continue.   Let your shoulders drop and your jaw unclench as 
you exhale, then return to the task in front of you.

Why It Works

A single slow breath will not undo a full stress response on its own, but used 
consistently, in the small gaps throughout a call, it keeps your system from 
climbing as high in the first place. Many experienced responders describe this less 
as a technique they think about and more as a habit that simply becomes part of 
how they move through a call.

Practice the tactical pause during ordinary moments of your day, on hold on 
the phone, waiting for a light to change, between tasks at the start of a shift, 
so it becomes second nature before you ever need it on a call.
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QUICK REFERENCE

Which Technique To Use When

You will not always have time to think through which technique fits a moment. Use 
this as a quick reference until the choice becomes automatic.

Technique Best Used For Time Needed

Box Breathing Before or after a call, 
general reset

About 1 minute

Physiological Sigh Fast reset during an active 
situation

10 to 30 seconds

Four Seven Eight Winding down after a shift 
or before sleep

2 to 3 minutes

Tactical Pause Mid call, mid conversation, 
on the radio

A few seconds

Building The Habit

None of these techniques require special equipment or extra time in your day. 
What they require is repetition. Pick one technique and practice it daily for two 
weeks, during calm moments, not just stressful ones, before adding another. Over 
time you will find yourself reaching for the right one automatically, without needing 
to think it through.

A breathing technique you have practiced hundreds of times in calm 
moments is one you can actually rely on under pressure. A technique you 
have only read about is not.
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