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EMMA BARRETT AND NATHAN SMITH How to make better decisions

i under stress

D E C I S I 0 N M A K I N G  Theresearch is clear: the best way to protect yourself from
aking poor decisions under stress is to train and prepare for
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> you a taste of what it feels like to experience

d to understand your reactions to it. Practicing
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The jury was told that Uddin returned to the UK becai , >
couldn’t tolerate conditions, which included hardships 1
water, poor food, ‘stinky shared toilets’, and the bo .“
‘doing absolutely jack’ (doing nothing). At one poi
associate back home ‘U need to get used to the cc
electricity... It’s tough bro lol, a LOT of patience
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People who leave the relative comfort of develop y e,

to live in remote training camps or enter thea Te . you can minimise the risks

experience an abrupt and difficult transition. /e on minor spats or simmering

cope, as Uddin’s case shows. _ -t could -«4’*“ nto something more serious, taking
: - opportunit es for pr ‘and ‘time out’ from the group, keeping

' &ﬁy ‘and most of éll}belng tolerant and tolerable.
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‘ Many dec1510ns in extrem 21V 1r01‘1m S e inherently risky. W
Depending on the: situation, rrect na 2 gatpn xthoosmg i :._\ {
when to eat, where to sleep, and thk type of ']Ipmeﬁ‘t to use’ SN
can all mean the difference between succes
testing situations, decisions often need to be made in time= n
freezing, starving or falling. limited and dynamic scenarios. The stress of facing high sg_:akes @BA
choices can lead to tunnel vision or decision inertia, and may i
induce perceived or actual time pressures.

The physical demands of extreme environments, such as severe
temperatures, are often obvious and achieving goals can involve
the risk of injury and death through, for example, suffocating,

Nasty as these are, physical hazards are not the hardest part of
an extreme deployment. The psychological pressures can be as
- or even more - challenging. It’s not just the fear and anxiety

triggered by ever-present danger. As Uddin’s story illustrates, 3 WHAT IS THEIR PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT? P 7
people in extremes also face days or weeks of monotony. And, the Exposure to extremely hot or cold environments has been

interpersonal pressures can become intolerable: being cooped up linked to slower reaction times, particularly when doing

for weeks with the same small group of people raises the risk of complicated tasks. At high altitudes, hypoxia (lack of oxygen)

destructive social conflict. leads to mental confusion and slower decision making. Other

physical aspects of the context often demand attention to
stay alive. For example, in the deserts of North Africa and
the Middle East, being alert to poisonous animals, incoming
sandstorms, and sources of water could be the difference
between life and death.

These physical and psychological sources of stress can interfere
with decision making in many ways. Under acute (short-lived,
high intensity) stress we focus on short-term rapid responses at
the expense of complex thinking. This type of response can be
life-saving when we need to react to immediate danger, but can
also lead to ‘tunnel vision’ and ill-thought-through decisions.
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