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I
n the high-stakes environment of law enforcement, managing perfor-
mance anxiety is crucial for peak mental performance. As a mental 
performance specialist embedded within the Phoenix Police Depart-
ment, my role is to help officers optimize their cognitive and emotional 
resilience. Drawing from evidence-based practices within the field of 

sport and performance psychology, here are five tips to help law enforce-
ment professionals navigate and conquer performance anxiety.

1. Mindful breathing techniques 
 In moments of heightened stress, the breath becomes an anchor to the 

present moment. When an officer experiences stress during a high-pressure 
situation, it is common for their breathing to be affected in one of two 
ways: either holding their breath or breathing very rapidly and shallow-
ly from the chest. Breathing properly is relaxing and facilitates perfor-
mance by, for example, increasing the amount of oxygen in the blood and 
carrying more energy to the muscles.1 Implementing mindful breathing 
techniques can regulate the nervous system, promote calmness and enhance 
focus. It is important to encourage officers to practice deep diaphragmatic 
breathing — inhaling slowly through the nose, holding for a moment and 
exhaling through pursed lips. With a complete breath, the diaphragm pulls 
down, causing the belly to expand and a vacuum to occur in the lungs, fill-
ing the lungs up from the bottom.2 This is a simple yet powerful technique 
that can be practiced discreetly, even amid high-pressure situations.

2. Practice mental imagery 
 Thorough preparation, both mentally and physically, is the antidote 

to anxiety. A lot of emphasis is put on the physical aspect of training as it 
relates to high-pressure situations, but officers also can prepare with the 
skill of imagery. Research indicates that when individuals engage in vivid 
imagery, their brains interpret these images as identical to the actual stimu-
lus situation.3 

Imagery comprises three core components, which are controllability, 
vividness and perspective. Controllability refers to imagining exactly what 
you want to imagine, being able to manipulate features, processes and 
outcomes. Vividness refers to the level of detail you are imaging, which 
includes the five senses of sight, sound, taste, smell and touch. According to 
Williams & Krane,4 vividness involves such features as whether the image 
is in color, how many senses are being used, and the emotion or physical 
sensations experienced when engaging in imagery. Lastly, perspective refers 
to the process of how you imagine that experience in your mind, from an 
external or internal vantage point. External view is a third-party per-
spective, where you see yourself performing as if you were the bystander. 
Internal perspective is when you see the image or experience from within 
your body, performing the tasks. 
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Our minds are intricately connected to our body, with 
neurons running through every facet of it. When you imag-
ine very vivid experiences, you can activate those neurons, 
firing them off and engaging every aspect of the physiologi-
cal experience. This is what makes imagery such a powerful 
tool to utilize. It allows officers to mentally rehearse scenari-
os, reinforcing positive neural pathways. 

It also is important to encourage officers to visualize 
themselves handling challenging situations with composure, 
making optimal decisions and executing their tasks flawless-
ly. This mental rehearsal can enhance confidence and reduce 
anxiety by familiarizing the mind with success.

3. Focus on process, not outcome 
 Shifting the focus from the end result to the process can 

alleviate performance anxiety. Thinking about the outcome 
of a situation can create self-induced pressure, which can 
heighten one’s stress and lead to increased mistakes during 
performance. Keeping a task-focused mind during the 
performance will help you stay in the present moment and 
continually ready to handle the stress. 

Officers must remember that it is important to concen-
trate on the controllable aspects of their performance, such 
as following established protocols, maintaining situational 
awareness and executing their training. By emphasizing the 
process rather than fixating on the outcome, officers can 
channel their energy into actions within their control, foster-
ing a sense of empowerment and confidence.

4. Positive self-talk 
 The internal dialogue officers have with themselves 

significantly influences their effort, self-efficacy, attention, 
emotional state and behaviors. Encourage the development 
of positive self-talk habits by replacing negative/counterpro-
ductive thoughts with positive/constructive statements or 
affirmations. According to Hatzigeorgiadis et al., interven-
tions that include self-talk enhance self-confidence.5 

Officers also can take the time to challenge and reframe 
self-doubt into statements that reinforce their capabilities. 
This rewrites the foundation and helps to cultivate a pos-
itive internal narrative that enhances one’s resilience and 
fortifies mental strength during challenging situations. Not 
only did Hatzigeorgiadis et al find that self-talk enhanced 
self-confidence, they found evidence that this effect may be  
a mechanism that explains the facilitating effects of self-
talk on performance.6 

5. Post-event evaluation
  After high-pressure situations, it is highly recommended 

that officers take the time to facilitate a structured debrief 
that will encourage reflection and learning. Experience, one 
often hears, is the best teacher, but that is only true if you 

reflect on it and extract its lessons.7 Analyzing the event 
objectively allows officers to identify strengths and areas 
for improvement. Frame these experiences as opportunities 
for growth rather than as sources of anxiety. By adopting a 
growth mindset, officers can transform performance anxiety 
into a catalyst for continuous improvement.

Performance anxiety is an inherent aspect of law enforce-
ment, but with the right mental tools, officers can navigate 
these challenges and perform at their best. By incorporating 
mindful breathing, imagery, process-focused thinking, positive 
self-talk and post-event evaluation into their routine, officers 
can enhance their mental resilience, optimize performance and 
cultivate a mindset that thrives in the face of adversity.
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Performance anxiety is an inherent aspect of law 
enforcement, but with the right mental tools, 
officers can navigate these challenges and perform 
at their best. 
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