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Stress & Performance Guide

Understand the physiology of acute stress and how to regulate
your response.

This guide walks you through what actually happens in your body and mind during a high
pressure moment, and gives you simple, trainable tools to stay clear, steady, and effective when
it matters most.
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WHY THIS GUIDE MATTERS

Performing Clearly When It Counts

Emergency service work rarely gives you time to think things through calmly. Calls
come in fast, situations change in seconds, and the people around you are counting
on you to stay sharp. Clear thinking, steady communication, and confident
decisions are part of the job description, yet most training focuses on tactics and
procedure and skips over what stress actually does to your body and brain.

This guide fills that gap. It explains, in plain terms, what happens physically and
mentally when your stress response kicks in, and it gives you practical, field tested
ways to manage that response so you can perform at your best instead of just
getting through it.

In this guide you will learn to

« Recognize what is happening in your body during an acute stress
response

« Understand why stress narrows your thinking and how to counter it

» Use tactical breathing to regulate your nervous system in real time

Who This Is For

This guide is written for law enforcement officers, firefighters, paramedics and
EMTs, dispatchers, corrections personnel, emergency management staff, trauma
and ER personnel, and the supervisors and command staff who lead them.
Whatever your role, if your work puts you under pressure, this material is built for
you.




PART ONE
What Happens To Your Body Under
Stress

When your brain senses danger or high pressure, it does not wait for permission.
Within a fraction of a second, a part of your brain called the amygdala sounds the
alarm, and your body shifts into what is commonly called fight, flight, or freeze.

This shift is run by your sympathetic nervous system, and it happens automatically.
You do not choose it, and in the moment you cannot simply choose it away. What
you can do is understand it, so it stops catching you off guard.

The Chain Reaction

Once the alarm goes off, a chain of physical changes follows in quick succession.
« Adrenaline floods your system, sharpening some senses while dulling others
» Your heart rate climbs to push more blood to your muscles
* Your breathing becomes faster and shallower

» Blood moves away from your digestive system and toward your arms and legs

Your pupils widen and your senses lock onto the perceived threat

None of this is a flaw. It is a survival system that has kept humans alive for a very
long time. The problem is that this same system, when it runs unchecked, can work
against you in situations that require fine motor skill, verbal communication, or
careful judgment rather than raw physical effort.

Why It Matters For You

Once you know this response is coming, you can prepare for it instead of being
surprised by it. The rest of this guide focuses on exactly that, starting with how
stress changes what you see and think, and then moving into practical ways to
bring your body back under control.




PART TWO
How Stress Changes The Way You Think
And See

Stress does not just affect your body. It reshapes how you take in information and
how you make decisions, often without you realizing it is happening.

Tunnel Vision

As your heart rate rises, your visual field can physically narrow. This is sometimes
called tunnel vision. It can help you focus intensely on a single threat, but it also
means you may miss important details happening just outside your direct line of
sight, like a second subject, a bystander, or an exit route.

Auditory Exclusion

Many first responders describe a moment during a critical incident where sounds
seem to fade out entirely, radio traffic, sirens, even someone shouting nearby. This
is auditory exclusion, and it is a well documented effect of the stress response.
Knowing it can happen helps you build habits, like repeating instructions back or
checking in with your team, that catch what your ears might miss.

Decision Making Under Time Pressure

Under high stress, your brain leans on fast, automatic thinking rather than slow,
deliberate reasoning. This can be useful when a decision truly needs to happen in
an instant, but it also means you are more likely to default to whatever you have
trained and practiced. This is exactly why realistic, repeated training matters so
much. Under pressure, you do not rise to the occasion, you fall back to your level of
preparation.

The goal is not to eliminate stress. Some stress sharpens focus and improves
reaction time. The goal is to keep it in a range where it helps you instead of
one where it starts working against you.




PART THREE

Finding Your Optimal Performance Zone

Performance under pressure follows a predictable pattern, sometimes called the
performance curve. Too little stress and you may feel flat, unfocused, or slow to
react. Too much stress and your thinking narrows, your fine motor skills suffer, and
mistakes become more likely. Somewhere in between is a zone where you are
alert, focused, and performing at your best.

Reading Your Own Signals

Everyone's optimal zone looks a little different, but there are common signals worth
learning to notice in yourself.

« Low arousal often feels like sluggishness, boredom, or slow reaction time

« Optimal arousal feels like sharp focus, steady hands, and clear communication

« High arousal feels like a racing heart, shaky hands, and narrowed thinking

Heart Rate As A Guide

Heart rate is one of the simplest ways to gauge where you are on the curve. As it
climbs from a resting state into a moderately elevated range, fine motor skills and
decision making often stay strong or even improve. Pushed higher still,
performance tends to decline, complex motor skills break down, and tunnel vision
and auditory exclusion become more likely. Learning to notice your own heart rate
in the moment, and having a way to bring it back down, is one of the most useful
skills you can build.

That skill is what the next section covers.




PART FOUR

Regulating Your Response With Tactical
Breathing

Of everything happening during a stress response, your breathing is one of the few
pieces you can consciously control. Slowing and steadying your breath sends a
direct signal to your nervous system that it is safe to come back down out of high
alert. This is not a mindset trick. It is basic physiology, and it works whether or not
you believe it will.

Box Breathing

Box breathing is one of the most widely taught techniques among military, law
enforcement, and medical professionals because it is simple enough to use
anywhere, including in the middle of a call.

» Breathe in slowly through your nose for a count of four

+ Hold that breath gently for a count of four

« Breathe out slowly through your mouth for a count of four

« Hold at the bottom for a count of four, then repeat

Two to four rounds is often enough to feel a noticeable shift. This technique works
best when it is practiced regularly during calm moments, so it becomes automatic
and available to you under real pressure.

The Physiological Sigh

When you need something even faster, try two quick inhales through the nose, the

second one short and sharp, followed by one long, slow exhale through the mouth.

This pattern has been shown to lower stress and heart rate quickly and can be used
in just a few seconds, even in the middle of an active situation.

Practice these technigues when you are calm, not just when you are
stressed. A skill you have only used once under pressure is a skill you cannot
rely on. A skill you have practiced hundreds of times becomes automatic
exactly when you need it.




PART FIVE

Building Long Term Resilience

Managing a single high stress moment is important, but the calls add up over a
career. Long term resilience is what keeps you effective and healthy across years of
this work, not just through one shift.

Recovery Habits That Matter

« Protect your sleep, since poor sleep lowers your stress threshold and slows
recovery

« Debrief after difficult calls instead of pushing the moment aside

« Stay connected to peer support and lean on your team, not just after critical
incidents but as an ongoing habit

« Build recovery time into your schedule the same way you would schedule
training

Why Recovery Is Part Of Performance

Recovery is not the opposite of performance, it is what makes sustained
performance possible. Responders who build in regular recovery tend to handle
acute stress more effectively, recognize their own warning signs sooner, and stay in
this career longer without burning out. Treat recovery as a trained skill, the same
way you treat any other part of your job.

Bringing It Together

Understanding your stress response, learning to read your own performance curve,
practicing tactical breathing, and building recovery into your routine all work
together. None of them require special equipment or a lot of time. What they
require is repetition, the same way any other skill you rely on in the field does.
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