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DISCLAIMER: This report is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to replace official 

departmental policies. The author does not represent any law enforcement agency named herein, or any 

other city, county, state or federal agency. For any questions about policy, consult your agency. 
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Fear is a necessary part of the human emotional range, and everyone feels it. You will experience fear 

many times in your career as a police officer because of the number of dangerous situations that you will 

encounter. Don’t be ashamed of or dread feeling fear – the fear instinct may very well save your life on 

occasion. 

 

As an officer, you’ll meet others who say they feel no fear and that those who do are cowards. Pay no 

attention to those officers and keep your distance from them because they eventually will get others hurt. 

The lack of fear is not courage. At best, that’s immaturity. At worst, stupidity. True courage is performing 

your job despite feelings of fear. 

 

Fear will not hurt you unless you choose to let it do so. In fact, you should cultivate your fear instinct. 

Learn to know why and when fear affects you, because once you understand it, you can use to help 

yourself. Fear can serve as an early-warning system, becoming another tool in your street survival 

toolbox. 

 

What is fear? 
 

Fear is an emotional reaction to potential danger that causes certain physiological changes to get you 

ready for the well-known “fight or flight” response. 

 

When your brain receives clues that you are in a possibly harmful situation, the amygdala processes 

those clues and recognizes the threat, then sends a signal to the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus 

triggers the release of adrenaline and cortisol and induces autonomic responses including increased 

respiration, dilation of the pupils and tightening of the muscles. These responses prepare your body for 

immediate physical action. 

 

This human response evolved as a survival mechanism to give us the best possible chance of fighting off 

or fleeing from a source of danger. 

 

As a police officer, you will experience these responses in certain scenarios. When you approach a 

doorway behind which could be an armed suspect, you will feel fear. When you have to grapple with a 

larger, stronger suspect who could possibly overpower you, you will feel fear. When you have to drive 

fast on crowded streets to respond to an emergency, you will feel fear. You have been trained to 

understand the danger in each of those situations and your amygdala will remember and recognize those 

threats, causing your brain to react accordingly. 

 

There is no way to avoid the triggering of fear responses. 

 

What you can control is how strongly those responses affect you and how you react to them. 
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Controlling your Fear Response 
 

The first thing you need to do is breathe. Taking a few deep breaths will slow your racing heart, lower 

your blood pressure and give you a chance to think, while simultaneously oxygenating your muscles and 

putting them in a state of relaxed readiness. Simple breathing also has a calming effect on the mind and 

will help you to focus on the problem at hand. When you feel the fear hit you, stop, slowly breathe in as 

deeply as possible using your diaphragm, release the breath and repeat. 

 

Then it’s time to think. That initial burst of fear dumped adrenaline and cortisol into your bloodstream, 

which can impair your mind’s ability to focus on small details. This is good when your body needs to 

concentrate on doing one big thing, such as running away as fast as possible. However, you need to be 

able to process complex thought in order to make rational decisions while scared. Let that initial fear 

reaction pass, then concentrate on remaining calm as you assess the situation using the same method you 

would for reaching any decision: gather information, identify possible courses of action and select the one 

that best meets your goals. 

 

Remember your training. All those hours you spent on firearms training and tactics, arrest and control, 

street survival and defensive driving have programmed you to react in certain ways to each situation. This 

is the “muscle memory” that your instructors talked about. Trust in the training and the “memory” it has 

imprinted on your mind and body. If the fear feels overwhelming, mentally run through your training 

again. That will help restore your confidence and remind your body what it needs to do when the time 

comes. 

 

Focus on the outcome that you need to achieve. If you have to go into a house and arrest an armed 

suspect, focus your thoughts on achieving that particular goal. Be prepared for surprises, but do not allow 

yourself to start obsessing about the “what ifs.” That will only feed your fear.  

 

Commit to taking action, and then do it. Fear can be paralyzing if you give in to it and choose to do 

nothing. Once you have identified the best option in a situation, you have to take that first step. It will be 

difficult, especially if your fear is strong, but will become easier as you continue. Once you break the 

initial grip of fear, it begins to subside. 

 

Prepare yourself to Feel Fear – and Power Through It 
 

The first step to overcoming fear is to learn us much as possible about how it works and why it affects 

you the way it does. Once you understand the mechanisms, you can take specific steps to counter them 

when you begin to feel fear, especially if it is an irrational fear. One thing to remember, though, is that 

fear is not necessarily a bad thing unless it prevents you from doing your job. A certain amount of fear 

will help you to remain alert in dangerous situations. The key is use it, not allow it to control you. 

 

You know what will make you more susceptible to fear than anything else? A lack of proper rest. The 

average human body needs eight to nine hours of sleep a night to properly recover energy and allow the 
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brain to “reset.” When you are tired, your cognitive functions slow down, and your muscles become less 

efficient. Fatigue makes it easier for autonomic fear responses to overwhelm the body, just as it is easier 

for viruses to infect a tired body. 

 

A properly rested officer is more alert and better able to process the sensory and chemical dumps that 

accompany a fear response. You will make faster, better decisions and be less likely to succumb to the 

paralysis of fear when your mind and body have had time to recoup from previous usage. 

 

Along with rest, proper exercise also helps the body to metabolize stress-related hormones. If there 

already are stress hormones in your system when you experience a fear reaction, the effect is going to be 

considerably enhanced, making any situation seem more frightening than it actually easy. By exercising, 

these hormones are broken down and flushed from your system, thus ensuring that you are “clean” when 

you encounter a situation that induces a fear reaction. You’ll be able to put the reaction in proper 

perspective. 

 

You also can reduce your fear by staying actively alert to the dangers around you. A study at Columbia 

University discovered the brain processes fear differently when a person consciously recognizes 

something as scary, versus when a person unconsciously becomes aware of it. For example, you are more 

likely to have a rational response to a car speeding toward you if you see and recognize that threat than if 

you aren’t paying attention and some unconscious portion of your brain picks up on the sound of the 

approaching car and sends you subtle signals of danger. 

 

Finally, there’s the old saw about facing your fears. A cliché, yes, but true. The more familiar you become 

with any situation, the less threatening it will seem. Your amygdala will adjust to your “fear memories” 

and not assign the situation the degree of danger it previously did. For example, if you have a fear of 

heights, spending more time in high places will teach your brain that it is possible to do so and not be 

harmed. 

 

 

 

Courage is not the lack of fear. It is being afraid and 

doing what is necessary anyway. 


