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INTUITIVE DEFENSIVE SHOOTING

you are very likely to draw your gun to a ready position 
or at least put your hand on it in the staged position. 

If those two things make sense to you, then you should 
understand the third option, the event in which you need 
to draw your gun and use it to defend yourself immediately, 
involves getting caught off guard. This ambush is likely to 
trigger your body’s natural startle reactions prior to the 
execution of your learned skills. Reality Based Training will 
integrate those reactions into your practice. There are three 
primary physical things that occur consistently enough to 
warrant inclusion in your practice to present your firearm 
and shoot immediately at a threat: 

1. Lowering your center of gravity

2. Focusing your eyes on the threat

3. Moving your hands protectively prior to reaching for 
your gun

The first two generally cause no real issue with students. 
They are obvious reactions to being startled by something 
and don’t add any measurable time to one’s range 
performance. In the case of the first one, it also is part of 
virtually any athletic activity and would likely happen as 
part of isolated range performance out of necessity if one 
started in an upright position. The second one is an obvious 
necessity at some point in the process of shooting any 
target that is outside of contact distance. You obviously 
aren’t going to practice shooting at something you haven’t 
looked at. The last reaction is often a bit more troubling for 
people to accept as part of their practice because it does 
add time to the performance of the isolated skill you are 

The nature of defensive shooting dictates that, if you are 
outside of your home, it is overwhelmingly likely that your 
defensive firearm will be in your holster when you realize 
that you need it, and that you were not aware that you were 
about to need it.  You are very likely to be, at some level, 
caught off guard and you can expect to encounter your 
body’s natural reactions between that realization and the 
recognition of the fact that you need your gun. This fact 
gets in the way of the quest for the perfect execution from 
your learned skills on the range… or, at least it should. Far 
too many people spend far too much time trying to be as 
fast as possible out of their holster on the range from a 
predetermined starting position. They will create arbitrary 
rules about where their hands can be (at their side, touching 
their head, out in front of them, in an ‘interview position’) 
and then, on a predetermined signal, race to get their gun 
out of their holster and fire a shot at a predetermined target. 
Of course, this is often done with a shot timer so that people 
can record their time and, presumably, track their progress 
in this skill performance. Unfortunately, that kind of activity 
is largely a waste of time. Inevitably, people begin cheating 
their performance to the condition of that test, completely 
ignore the intended context of use for their presentation 
skills and stray from truly preparing to apply their skills. 

Consider these two principles:

1. If you see danger coming far enough in advance, you are 
going to take action to avoid the situation that could 
lead to you needing to use your gun.

2. If you get some level of warning that you are about to 
need to use your gun defensively (and can’t avoid it), 
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• While you want to mix up your integration of a protective 
hand movement, there are a couple of things you should 
generally include in order to make your reaching for the 
gun biomechanically consistent with movement from 
a protective gesture towards something that you are 
looking at.  You want to move your hands to a position 
that is above your waist, not higher than your eye-line, 
and in front of your body before reaching back to the 
gun.  Don’t bring your hands up beside your body in a 
surrender position; that is not protective! 

When they first get started integrating natural reactions into 
their training and practice, a lot of people say things like, 
“That feels weird. Can I just start with my hands up, and 
then go for the gun and get the same effect while training?” 
Well, there’s a big difference between your hands being 
at rest and then moving to the gun, and your hands being 
at rest, then moving to protect yourself and then being 
redirected to the gun. Simply starting with your hands in 
any static position is not the same. As I discussed at the 
beginning of this article, the whole idea of simply starting 
in one position creates a fallacy and will most likely result 
in over-confidence in your ability to apply your skills and 
distract you from valuable, contextually appropriate, 
training.

Regardless of how it feels, or what you see others doing 
on the range in traditional Range Performance Based 
programs, the best way to prepare for defensive shooting is 
to simulate defensive context… and that means integrating 
your natural reactions. 

working on. That doesn’t change how important it is to 
integrate… in fact, it might make it more important. Having 
the training discipline to integrate the natural reactions will 
constantly remind you that you are working on skills that 
you need to apply unexpectedly during an emergency. 

Here are some tips to integrating the protective 
movement of your hands realistically:  

• Your hands will likely end up somewhere above your 
belt-line, moving towards your line of site, in front of 
your body relative to the threat, and you will almost 
certainly lower your center of gravity if you are standing, 
or at least close at the hip even if you are sitting or lying 
down.  

• You need to integrate a ‘flinch’ into your response from 
the holster.  Integrating that flinch motion just prior 
to reaching for your gun, as you lower your center of 
gravity and snap your focus to the threat is the best way 
to develop a learned response to recognizing the need 
to shoot.  As you move your hand to the gun during 
this kind of exercise, you should also integrate lateral 
movement to get off line from the attack.

• It doesn’t matter where you carry your gun.  You can 
carry your gun on the hip, appendix, outside the waste-
band, inside the waste-band at four o’clock or in a 
purse.   The motion of moving your hands from a rest 
position at your side, to a protective position, and back 
down to the gun, is an important part of the physics 
of learning presentation from the holster for your 
defensive shooting.  

• Don’t let yourself get too choreographed with the 
action.  Sometimes your left hand is going to be 
higher, and sometimes your right hand will be higher.  
Sometimes you will be turning to the left, and other 
times you will be turning to the right.  Sometimes one 
hand will be further out than the other. 

 


