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Over the past few months, I have spent a great deal of time in discussions with our staff on steps 
they can take to reduce the likelihood that they will become the victim of a crime. With the 
advent of the holiday season and with folks entering back into social arenas, I felt this would be 
a topic that would be beneficial to our clients as well. What follows are some small changes that 
people can make in their lives that will keep them safer.

Our starting point is a concept that is known as situational awareness. The American Psychological 
Association’s (APA) defines situational awareness as:
“Conscious knowledge of the immediate environment and the events that are occurring in it. 
Situation awareness involves perception of the elements in the environment, comprehension of 
what they mean and how they relate to one another, and projection of their future states.”  
(American Psychological Association [APA], n.d.).

Situational awareness as I define it is exactly that: being cognizant of what is going on around you 
and being prepared for how this might affect the future. 
 
In our current culture, there are numerous items (most of them electronic) that distract us from 
what is occurring in our immediate environment. If you doubt that this is an accurate statement, I 
challenge you to look around during your next visit to any social setting. Go to a mall or to a store. 
Visit a park, a restaurant, an airport, or a bus stop. Go anywhere that people are congregating. 
Within less than one minute of entering that setting, I guarantee the majority of the people you 
observe will be staring down at their phones, totally oblivious to what is occurring around them.
I have witnessed this behavior inside my own family. My wife likes to take our dog on walks/
runs. When she does, she also takes her phone. Taking her phone with her is not a bad thing. If 
she has an injury or needs some assistance, she has a way of calling help. But like a lot of other 
people, she also inserts earbuds into her ears to listen to her music as she exercises. The problem 
with this is that she loses contact with what is occurring around her. If someone came running 
up behind her, she would not hear their steps as they approached. If she were walking on a road, 
she would not hear vehicles approaching from the rear. She has no awareness of her situation and 
what is occurring around her. The solution to this issue was simple – she only inserted one earbud 
and kept the music volume down. This small change allowed her to hear people and vehicles that 
were coming towards her.

Elevating and maintaining one’s situational awareness involves the incorporation of a few simple 
practices. The most important habit to incorporate is to watch people and how they act. Observe 
them as they approach you or as they come into your space. Force yourself to look at their face, 
to watch their hands, to observe their mannerisms. Most people who are intent on doing harm 
will be intently looking for their next victim. Much like a predator at the water hole, they will be 
watching the crowd for their next victim.  

If a subject is armed, they will often do what is known as a ‘security check’. A security check is 
done to ensure one’s weapon is still in place. Subjects who are armed will frequently touch or 
adjust their weapon. It can be as subtle as a person not moving their strong arm as they walk 
because they have their elbow pressed against their weapon in their waistband, or it could be as 
bold as a subject putting their hand on their weapon to ensure it is still in place as they pull up 
their pants.



In a similar fashion, there are other indicators that can point to a person who is armed. A person 
who is wearing a jacket or a coat that is sagging significantly to one side may have a weapon in 
a pocket, causing the jacket to sag. Subjects frequently allow their weapons to ‘print’ by wearing 
clothing that does not properly conceal the weapon, thereby leaving an imprint of the weapon 
on the outside of their clothing. Subjects will also allow the weapon’s barrel to protrude from the 
bottom of their jacket or shirt. These behavioral clusters paired with an individual who is visibly 
nervous could well indicate that an incident is about to happen.

Another practice that I highly recommend for developing situational awareness is conducting 
rehearsals. A rehearsal is another word for practicing. In my previous careers, before we did a 
mission, we rehearsed it. If possible, we drilled the operation on the actual site where the mission 
would occur. If that was not possible, we practiced on a site that was similar to the objective. If 
time did not allow for physically conducting an actual rehearsal, then each operator would brief 
the team on what he would do, starting with their movement from the phase lines to actions on 
the objective to consolidation/reorganization. The use of rehearsals allowed us to anticipate and 
plan for obstacles that could occur during the operation. Our use of rehearsals gave us alternate 
courses of action that we could follow.

Rehearsals are not just the purview of special operations teams. I have seen professional athletes 
use rehearsals to great effect. An example that I frequently use in my lectures is Miquel Cabrera, 
one of the greatest right-handed hitters in baseball. If you saw Cabrera while he was in the on-
deck circle, you noticed that he sometimes closes his eyes. He is not taking a nap; he is rehearsing 
his upcoming at-bat. He is envisioning how he thinks the pitcher is going to throw to him and 
how he is going to attempt to counter the pitcher’s actions. If there is a runner on second that 
Cabrera is trying to move to third, he is going to look for something on the outside of the plate 
that he can hit to the right side of the infield. As he rehearses this at-bat in his mind, he envisions 
his bat hitting that outside pitch. Cabrera is not unique in visualizing his success. I have seen 
several athletes, amateur and professional, rehearsing their performance, so they are successful 
when their time comes.  

I still make great use of rehearsals. Whenever I enter a new location, I look around to determine 
where the exits are. I do a quick reconnaissance of what the walls are constructed of, what I can 
use as cover and what will work only for concealment. I develop an idea of where I am going if 
something adverse were to occur. When I am in my vehicle, I try to leave enough room between 
myself and the car in front of me so that I can see the rear tires of that car. This ensures that I 
have enough room to pull my vehicle out of my lane if necessary. These rehearsals only take about 
15-30 seconds, but they give me a course of action to follow if something bad happens.

However, most people I know do not think like this. They lack a sense of preparedness, they 
lack situational awareness. They move about their lives ensconced in a bubble. They go through 
their day with blinders on. They do not take those 15-30 seconds to look at their environment to 
develop a simple plan in case something bad happens. Then, when something bad does happens, 
they freeze. 



They do not freeze because they are cowards. They freeze because they have never envisioned 
themselves being in this situation. In essence, they never rehearsed this scenario in their mind. 
They do not have a frame of reference for what is occurring; therefore, they cannot decide how 
they should act, so they freeze. (This is due to a decision-making process known as the OODA 
loop, which I will write about in an upcoming article). If they had thought about what they would 
do in an emergency, they could develop a course of action based on their initial analysis.  
People often ask me about what they need to make a great plan. My response is that they do not 
need ‘a great plan’, they just need ‘a plan’. Having a plan allows you to deviate from that plan when 
circumstances dictate. However, if you do not have a plan, there is nothing for you to act on and 
nothing for you to deviate from.  
For example, let us imagine we are having lunch in a restaurant. As we sit down, we note there 
are glass windows on the front of the building around the entrance. This glass extends around 
the sides of the restaurant. There are no door exits on the side of the restaurant (other than the 
glass windows), but there is an exit at the rear of the restaurant through the kitchen. If someone 
were to come in the front door and start shooting, my course of action would be to run in the 
opposite direction, to the back of the restaurant. Even if I cannot get out of the building, there 
will be plenty of items, including knives, to use as weapons. By having a plan (leaving out the back 
entrance), one can modify that plan for the circumstances (cannot get out the back door, can arm 
myself with edged weapons). But if you have not developed a plan by rehearsing it in your mind, 
you have nothing to modify. That is when people freeze.
Maintaining one’s situational awareness takes some practice and a little discipline. As I wrote 
earlier in this article, the biggest obstacle I have seen to maintaining situational awareness is our 
mobile devices. Having the discipline to set them down and to focus on what is going on in your 
current environment is sometimes difficult. It is my hope that I have given you some tools for 
your toolbox that will help you to start increasing your situational awareness, which in turn will 
help you to survive an adverse encounter. 
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