
5 STRATEGIES TO 
WIN THE FIGHT
BEFORE IT STARTS

VIOLENT ATTACK PREVENTION 101
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Spend any time in any defensive 
training environment — fire-
arms-related or not — and you’ll 

soon hear that “situational aware-
ness” is a key element to keeping 
yourself safe. Situational awareness, 
they say, will help you spot trouble 
before it actually becomes trouble, 
allowing you to avoid the fight rather 
than try to survive it.

The problem is, they often don’t 
really explain what situational 
awareness is, how to learn it or how 
you can get better at it. So, what is 
situational awareness, and how do 
you use it to protect yourself and 
your loved ones?

1 – IN THE DRIVER’S SEAT
Understanding what’s going on 

in your immediate area and how it 
may or may not impact you is the 
key to employing situational aware-
ness as a defensive tool. In today’s 
world of smartphones, it’s very 

easy to get wrapped up in what’s 
happening on that little screen 
and miss what’s going on around 
you, including any warning signs. 
If texting while driving puts you in 
danger, so does texting while do-
ing anything else. Effective defen-
sive situational awareness is noth-
ing more than applying the same 
principles you apply in defensive 
driving — namely, keeping track of 
what’s going on around you, antic-
ipating any threats to your wellbe-
ing and reacting appropriately — 
to whenever you’re not driving. 

When I drive, I’m scanning my 
mirrors, I’m watching how I behave 
in relation to other cars around me 
and I’m looking ahead to spot any 
potential problems before they in-
terfere with my progress. 

This is the essence of living in 
what renowned firearms trainer 
Colonel Jeff Cooper referred to as 
“Condition Yellow” in his combat 

mindset “Color Codes.”
Colonel Cooper wrote down his 

Color Codes as a way for all of us 
to understand how we are interact-
ing with what’s around us and what 
we should be doing in response to 
what’s happening around us. 

The Color Codes are simple, 
easy to follow and help prevent us 
from getting blindsided by an at-
tacker.

2 – THE COOPER COLOR CODES 
Condition White: Zoned out, un-

aware and unprepared for anything 
that might come your way. There is 
nothing wrong with being in this 
state if you’re relaxing after a hard 
day’s work or enjoying some form 
of recreational activity. This proba-
bly isn’t the best mental state to be 
in if you’re driving, though, and the 
same is true in any situation where 
you might be faced with a violent 
attack.
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Condition Yellow: This is the 
state of awareness you should be 
in if you’re armed and outside of 
your home. Pages and pages have 
been written to describe life in Con-
dition Yellow, but aside from the de-
fensive driving analogy, think about 
the 80/20 rule: When you’re armed 
and outside of your home, 80 per-
cent of your attention should be 
concentrated on the tasks in front 
of you and 20 percent of your atten-
tion should be used to keep tabs 
on who is around you, what those 
individuals are doing and how that 
might affect you.

Condition Orange: There is a 
real, specific threat — or something 
that could be a threat — near you: 
perhaps a fight in a bar in which 
you’re not involved or someone 
in your face making derogatory 
remarks about you or your loved 
ones. Condition Orange is when 
you’re not directly involved in a 
fight, but, unless something chang-
es, you very well might be — and 
soon.

Condition Red: A violent conflict 
is definitely on its way or is already 
here. Deal with it. (Note: Massad 
Ayoob and other trainers add in an-
other color to Cooper’s four, Condi-
tion Black, to describe when you’re 
in the fight and your perception is 
almost completely focused on that 
fight. If you prefer the four original 
Cooper Color Codes, just stick with 
those.)

Though Cooper’s Color Codes 
are not necessarily hard-and-fast 
rules, you should live in Condition 
Yellow as much as possible. That 
said, putting that much effort into 
watching what’s going on around 
you requires a lot of effort, and that 
can get exhausting after a while.

 “CONDITION RED IS WHEN A VIOLENT 
CONFLICT IS DEFINITELY ON ITS WAY OR 

IS ALREADY HERE. DEAL WITH IT.”
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It’s a quiet Thursday evening as 
I write this, and I’m sitting on the 
couch in my home with a movie 
playing in the background. Almost 
all of my attention is being paid to 
the words I’m writing, although I no-
ticed out of the corner of my eye 
that one of my cats just chased 
another across the living room 
and out toward my bedroom. This 
is pretty much textbook Condition 
White: I am not really paying at-
tention to what’s going on around 
me, because I know the most dan-
gerous thing that’s near me is the 
cat that’s just walked back into the 
room, staring intently at one of its 
toys. I am not expecting an attack, 
and I’m calm and enjoying my life. 
Condition White is perfectly fine for 
times like this, but where you can 
sometimes get yourself into trouble 
is when you walk around unaware 
of your environment during those 
times when you should be paying 
more attention.

My rule on this is pretty simple: 
If I’m behind the wheel of a car or 
carrying a concealed weapon, I 
pay more attention to what’s going 
on around me than if I am not driv-
ing or if I’m unarmed.

3 – NORMAL AIN’T ALL THAT NORMAL 
To quote Yogi Berra, things are 

more like they are now than they’ve 
ever been, and there is a tendency 
for normalcy bias inside all of us. 
You look around a restaurant or a 
grocery store that you always go to 
and you see the things you expect 
to see. This works really well and it 
makes your life much easier … right 
up to the point when things change 
for the worse and you struggle to 
reset your mind to deal with this 
new reality. It’s normal to want nor-
malcy, but just because you’re in 
familiar surroundings doesn’t mean 
you’re on safe ground.

It’s very, very easy to slip into 

Condition White when you’re filling 
up your vehicle at the local gas 
station and totally miss the mug-
ger who walks up to you, knife out, 
and demands your wallet and car 
keys. Even in the most mundane 
situations, you need to be looking 
around and asking yourself what — 
if anything — is out of place and 
why it is out of place.

4 – WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE
Speaking of normalcy bias, fire-

arms trainer Tom Givens once said 
that, for the armed citizen, there is 
no such thing as “street crime.” He 
said there is “parking lot crime,” 
because we tend to get into trouble 
in the transition spaces in our lives, 
like parking lots or areas of our 
communities where one semi-ho-
mogenous group of residents rubs 
up against another group of resi-
dents. Even though the parking lot 
of your local big-box store might 
seem like friendly, familiar turf, it’s 
also one of the most common plac-
es where people from a wide vari-
ety of economic situations interact 
— and that means there is an op-
portunity for the criminal element to 
get a little more reward from their 
endeavors than if they preyed on 
lower-income shoppers. Be certain 
to pay attention whenever walking 
to or from your vehicle, especially 
while pushing a loaded shopping 
cart or otherwise carrying just-pur-
chased goods. This is also true of 
movie theaters, shopping malls, 
amusement parks and concerts — 
pretty much any place where peo-
ple from different economic strata 
rub up against each other.

5 – THE NOT-SO-RANDOM ATTACK
The threats you might face won’t al-

ways jump out from behind a parked 
car and shout, “GIMMEALLYOUR-
MONEYNOW!” A healthy percent-
age of violent crime victims knew 

their attackers before the attacks 
occurred. Think about the people 
in your life: Are there people who 
always seem to be getting into trou-
ble with the law or constantly itch-
ing for a fight? Is one of your rela-
tives an angry drunk, or is one of 
your friends always boasting about 
the quasi-legal shenanigans he or 
she has going on? 

Do you really think you’re not go-
ing to get caught up in the conse-
quences of this individual’s actions 
when he or she does something 
stupid? Is his or her friendship 
worth the price you might have to 
pay in legal fees or hospital bills? 
I can’t answer that question, be-
cause only you know your friends, 
but you should definitely mull it 
over and maybe even make some 
adjustments.

HEAD, MEET SWIVEL
Learning how to effectively em-

ploy situational awareness as a de-
fensive tool is vitally important, be-
cause you win 100 percent of the 
fights you’re not in. In short, hav-
ing the foresight to see a problem 
coming and get out of its way is the 
quickest way to win a fight. This 
becomes even more important if, 
like me, you carry a defensive fire-
arm on a daily basis. The effects of 
using lethal force, even when fully 
justified in the eyes of the law, can 
have lifelong consequences, so 
using your awareness of your en-
vironment to spot potential trouble 
before it becomes actual trouble 
helps you and everyone around 
you lead happier and safer lives.
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