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Situational Awareness

Donald McAleer Psy.D. ABPP

Self Defense???

• Most training focuses on technical 
development of motor skills whether that’s 
shooting, blade work, or empty hand skills.

• So what we’re going to focus on in this 
tutorial are tactics, particularly pre-
engagement tactics.

• Safety is something that happens between your 
ears, not something you hold in your hands.

• The mind is the weapon, all else is 
supplemental

• Awareness makes up 90 % of self defense, the 
remaining 10% is physical technique
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Color code of awareness

• Originally developed by Col. Jeff Cooper

• Has to do with ones state of mind, being prepared 
for a level of threat

• The background level at which you approach your 
day’s activities

Color code of awareness

• White: Unaware and unprepared. If attacked 
in Condition White, the only thing that may 
save you is the inadequacy or ineptitude of 
your attacker. When confronted by something 
nasty, your reaction will probably be "Oh my 
God! This can't be happening to me."

Color code of awareness

• Yellow: Relaxed alert. No specific threat situation. 
Your mindset is that "today could be the day I may 
have to defend myself". You are simply aware that 
the world is a potentially unfriendly place and that 
you are prepared to defend yourself, if necessary. 

• You should always be in Yellow whenever you are 
in unfamiliar surroundings or among people you 
don't know.

• In Yellow, you are "taking in" surrounding 
information in a relaxed but alert manner.
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• You are taking a late-night stroll through a 
park in a city you’re visiting and a jogger in 
front of you suddenly falls to the ground 
and stops breathing. Can you describe your 
location sufficiently to get paramedics there 
while there’s still time to save him? 

Color code of awareness

• Orange: Specific alert. Something is not quite 
right and has your attention. Your radar has 
picked up a specific alert. You shift your 
primary focus to determine if there is a threat. 

• In Condition Orange, you set a mental trigger: 
"If that person does "X", I will need to stop 
them“. Staying in Orange can be a bit of a 
mental strain, but you can stay in it for as long 
as you need to. If the threat proves to be 
nothing, you shift back to Condition Yellow.

Color code of awareness

• Red: Condition Red is fight. Your mental 
trigger (established back in Condition Orange) 
has been tripped. "If 'X' happens I will take 
action against that person".
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Color code of awareness

Awareness

• The more aware we are of our environment,  
the earlier we can spot a potential problem 
developing.

• Key Elements  -
– Focus

– Time and Distance

Awareness/ Focus

• The first thing you need to establish is what 
is the baseline for your area, both 
neighborhood and workplace.

• Every place has a different normal, and not 
paying attention to these differences causes 
a lot of people to make mistakes, and 
possibly overreact.
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Awareness/Focus

• Sounds, sights, smells and vibe of the place, 
anything outside of that trips your trigger as 
being different, therefore something you 
need to pay more attention to. 

Awareness/Focus

• That ‘little voice inside’

• Your internal environment, what is in your 
head, what distracts you 

Awareness/ Focus

• If it doesn’t look right

• OR doesn’t sound right

• OR doesn’t feel right

• It isn’t right
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Awareness/Distance and Time

• Maintaining Distance
– So we should understand that awareness is a 

key factor in identifying a potential problem 
early.

– The earlier I identify a potential problem the 
more time I have to choose a solution.

• To maintain range I have to use some kind of verbage. I 
have to tell him something that makes him stop 
coming closer.
– “Hey buddy would you hold there for a minute?” allows 

someone to comply with your request, which isn’t rendered 
rudely. If they stop advancing, then you can ask them what 
they want.

• So if we have range and time we can escalate within 
our verbal options

• from:
– A polite request to stop advancing.
– A louder command to stop advancing, using different 

specific language.
– Shout the same command at the top of your lungs and 

accentuate that with carefully selected common criminal 
vernacular, i.e. profanity.

Awareness/Distance and Time

• Improve our chances of picking up a second 
adversary by improving our position.
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Recognizing potential threats

• 1. Inexplicable presence. People adrift for no reason should interest 
you. Most people are walking with purpose, have keys in their hands, 
are carrying packages to and from somewhere. When none of that is 
going on and someone is just loafing? Ask yourself what they're up to.

•
• 2. Target glancing. Be watchful for people who look at you trying to 

not look like they're looking at you. They could be determining target 
value, looking for police or anyone who might intervene, CCTV 
cameras and where their escape route is.

•
• 3. Sudden change in status. If someone is loafing on a bus stop 

bench and the ONLY thing that changes is your arrival near them and 
they suddenly change their status (were smoking, were sitting, were 
napping) when you get near them, consider if that's coincidental or not. 
ESPECIALLY if number 1 & 2 applies.

Recognizing potential threats

• 4. Correlation of movement. You notice some things that alarm you and 
you cross the street. So does the person causing you alarm. Or you walk past 
the person on the bus stop bench and they fall into step behind you. Or you 
move away from the person giving you the hairy eyeball in a bar and a minute 
later, there they are near you again. You'd be right to be concerned.

•
• 5. Hidden hands causing unnatural movement(s). That guy who fell in step 

behind you? He's walking with a hand held behind his leg. That's not natural. 
That guy coming toward you who crossed the street to intersect your path? His 
right hand is in his left armpit. What's up with that? What's up with that is that 
criminals know the fastest draw in the world is no draw at all...the weapon is 
already in his hand.

•
• 6. Inappropriate clothing. Criminals don't spend any money on support 

equipment. They don't have cool guy gear like concealment holsters. They 
park their weapon in the groin line or abdomen carry. Light shirts can "print" if 
they're too snug and make it difficult to conceal a weapon. Might explain that 
sweatshirt he's wearing on a 70 degree night.

Recognizing potential threats

• 7. Predatorial movement/actions that seek an advantage/dominant position. If two people 
walk up on you apparently to ask you where something is and one steps to your side (flanking) 
that's a predatorial movement. If someone hovers at your 4-8 o'clock relative to you ask 
yourself why they would do that. Be very sensitive to any positioning that makes you feel 
vulnerable.

•
• 8. Unnatural impediments to free movement. Any time your freedom of movement is 

restricted you should be alarmed. No one has the right to do that to you. And if it's done 
against your will it constitutes an assault. If you're walking and someone impedes your 
movement, take a quick step back to keep the person in sight and check your flanks. If a 
vehicle is involved (you're driving and suddenly a vehicle backs out in front of you and stops, 
creating a pregnant pause...) look to your flanks immediately to see if something else is in 
store for you and get ready to push that car in front of you out of the way.

•
• 9. Unsolicited attempts at conversation. C'mon...no one really falls for that anymore, do 

they? Unfortunately yes, yes they do.
•
• 10. Baiting. Ever been minding your own business and had someone bark, "What are you 

looking at?" or "What did you just say?" Well if it ever happens to you, just realize you're the 
object of entertainment and that NOTHING you say will be the right thing. Get yourself out of 
the situation quickly before it goes completely South!

•
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Assault Sequence

• Victim selection

• Establish Conditions
– Proximity, numbers, isolation

• Dominate

• Effect the crime

• Repeat 

Assumptions

• They set the pace

• The event occurs with little or no warning

• You may have to sift through ambiguity 
(Craig Douglas)

DENIAL!!!
• Victims routinely express they were in denial at the time 

they were attacked. 

• Common statements in victim interviews 

– “Is he serious?

– “I couldn’t believe it was happening to me” 

– “I was stunned” 

• The time to work through that surprise is NOW. 
Accept that you could be the target of random 
violence and work out the implications of that, 
realizing that you don’t have to do anything wrong 
or have “bad karma” to be selected as a victim. 
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DENIAL!!!

• “If someone points a gun at us and states that he will 
shoot us if we don’t give him our wallets, we do not 
have the luxury of time to work through our denial.”

• Laurence Gonzalez’ Deep Survival

– “perceive and believe.”

– “If there is any denial, it is counterbalanced by a solid 
belief in the clear evidence of their senses. They 
immediately begin to recognize, acknowledge, and even 
accept the reality of their situation.”

Pre Assault Cues
• Grooming

– any kind of movement of the hand around the face. 

– Perhaps an unconscious effort to mask deception . 

– A grooming cue might be rubbing the back of the 
head.

Pre Assault Cues
• Target Glancing

• usually to the subject’s own 3, 9 or 6 o’clock.
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Pre Assault Cues
• Discernible Weight shift.

• when someone shifts their weight noticeably from one 
foot to the other, or from one side to another, the reason 
for this, is that it’s an effort to increase traction. They 
might not be aware of why they’re doing it but that’s the 
reason. Often combines with ‘quartering’

Specific Situations
What to do?

• Don’t go to stupid places; don’t associate 
with stupid people; don’t do stupid things.

John Farnam - Defense Training International
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• There’s much wisdom in Farnam’s law.

• Your ego and emotions can get you into trouble.

• If you happen to get someone’s ego and emotions riled up, give 
them a way to save face, give them a way to exit (don’t corner 
the cat).

• Getting involved in someone else’s business is a tough 
decision. Just note that someone else’s problem isn’t necessarily 
your problem, but if you get involved in their problem, for sure 
now you’re in a problem. Be certain you’re willing to accept the 
costs.

• Pepper spray is a useful tool, but it’s not magical, it provides no 
guarantees.

• Fights do go to the ground. You don’t always get to choose or 
control this. But if it happens, you have to deal with it.

• There’s much wisdom in Farnam’s law (yes, it’s worth 
repeating).

Proverbs  26:17

• He that passes by, and meddles with a 
quarrel not belonging to him, is like one that 
takes a dog by the ears

• “If you look like food, you will be eaten. If 
you think about it, one definition of 
“predator” would be “an expert in prey 
selection.”

• If, by not looking like prey, you keep from 
being attacked at all, it’s hard to imagine a 
better resolution. Clint Smith – Thunder Ranch
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Source material

• Craig Douglas – http://shivworks.com/

• Massad Ayoob – http://massadayoobgroup.com/

• Claude Werner- https://tacticalprofessor.wordpress.com/

• John Farnam – http://defense-training.com/

• Marc MacYoung - https://www.nononsenseselfdefense.com/

• John R. Murphy- www.fpftraining.com

• Active Self Protection https://activeselfprotection.com

• LiveLeak.com

Questions


