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extensively, he can ‘push the envelope’

of condition red, enabling extraordinary
performance at accelerated heart rate levels
(condition grey), roughly between 145 and
175 bpm.

For most officers, 145 bpm represents a
level at which performance begins to break
down, but for some this is the optimal level of
arousal. They have rehearsed and trained to
push the envelope, turning each action into an
autopilot response and permitting themselves
to function at an expert level in condition grey.

This process is called stress
acclimatisation. The fundamental concept is
that prior success under stressful conditions
acclimatises the officer to similar situations
and promotes future success. With the
proper training and requisite conditioning and
practice, skills that others think impossible
can be achieved. Stress acclimatisation is
about measuring precise doses of stress
followed by waves of recovery and then
repeating these cycles very specifically. There
must be time for adaptation to take place and
there must be enough training, repeated over
time, to help it stick, as well as reinforcing the
conditioning.

Emotions have at least three components
— cognitive, physiological and behavioural. An
important part of what is achieved through
stress inoculation is cognitive. The officer’s
experience in training helps to take some of
the surprise out of it when the real situation
arises. Effective training also elevates the
sense of confidence, which is another
cognitive aspect of stress inoculation.

The sense of personal effectiveness and
self-confidence created by realistic training

is as much a stress reducer as when the
muscles go on autopilot. There is evidence to
indicate that experts in top physical condition,
under specific, controlled situations, can use
autopilot and stress inoculation to push the
envelope of condition red high into the grey
zone. A simple set of skills, combined with

an emphasis on actions requiring complex
and gross motor muscle operations (as
opposed to fine-motor control), all extensively
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rehearsed, allows for extraordinary
performance levels under stress.

Research indicates that 175 bpm is about
as high as condition red can be pushed into
this mysterious grey zone. Cardiologists tell
us that, at a certain point, an increased heart
rate becomes counterproductive because
the heart is pumping so fast that it cannot
draw in a full load of blood before pumping it
back out. As the heart rate increases beyond
this point, the effectiveness of the heart,
and the level of oxygen provided to the brain,
steadily decreases. Cardiologists suggest
that this might be what is happening when
SNS (sympathetic nervous system) arousal
induces a heart rate above 175 bpm.

Whatever the cause, something remarkable
appears to be happening when the SNS
accelerates the heart rate above 175 bpm.
This is condition black. As an officer enters
into condition black, cognitive processing
deteriorates, which is a fancy way of saying
that he stops thinking. In condition black, an
officer can run and fight like a big, hairless,
clawless bear, but that is about all he is
capable of doing. His forebrain shuts down
and the midbrain reaches up and ‘hijacks’ it.

There is a tremendous difference between
the performance impact of heart rate
increase from fear (that is, SNS flooding
stress hormones into the body), and heart
rate increase from physical exercise. When
a person’s heart is pounding due to physical
exertion, his face will usually be beet red, as
every vessel dilates wide open to get blood
to the muscles. But with a fear-induced heart
rate increase, his face will usually turn white,
due to vasoconstriction. If there are extreme
physical demands placed upon the body
at the same time that the vasoconstriction
is occurring, then these two processes
apparently work against each other to cause
a skyrocketing heart rate. The current theory
of why is that the physical demands cause
the body to scream for oxygen while the
vasoconstriction shuts down the blood flow
that provides the oxygen, causing the heart to
beat ever faster while achieving very little.

Autopilot responses developed through
repetitive practice, and stress inoculation
through realistic, appropriate training, are
two powerful and effective tools to push the
envelope and stay in the zone. One additional
tool to control physiological response is
autogenic breathing.

Autogenic breathing (also known as tactical
or square breathing) is an easy technique that
can be used in a stressful situation to control
the sympathetic nervous system. The more
it is practised, the quicker the effects kick
in. It can be used before, during and after a
violent situation. When used before, it quickly
calms and prepares officers to function at
their best in a hostile environment. After a
critical incident, it is a highly effective tool
to help delink the physiological arousal from
the memory of the event. Once officers start
using it, they should keep tuning it until they
get to the level that works for them.

The process of autogenic breathing is as
follows:

e Breathe in through the nose (four count)

e Natural pause (four count)

e Breathe out through the mouth (four count)
e Natural pause (four count)

® Repeat three to four times

Officers do not rise to the occasion in

violent confrontations; they sink to the level
of their training. Whatever is drilled in training
comes out the other end in operations —

no more, no less. There must be a continual
effort to develop realistic simulation training
so that officers develop skill sets that transfer
to reality. Public safety starts with officer
safety. ®

Mr. Richard Kay is an internationally certified
operational safety instructor-trainer and
dynamic force-on-force simulation trainer.
He is the founder of Modern Combatives, an
organisation providing realistic operational
safety training for security and public safety
agencies, nationally and internationally.

For more information, visit
www.moderncombatives.com.au.



