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THE 5 MOST EFFECTIVE SELF-DEFENSE MOVES
FOR A  GUN-FR EE  F IGH T

Drawing your firearm to de-
fend yourself or your family 
is a reasonable use of force 

— provided the threat to your or 
their safety or well-being is real. 
You know that drawing your firearm 
should be a last resort, so what 
about those situations that call for 
a non-lethal response? What then?

In “Threat De-Escalation: 3 Prov-
en Tactics for Avoiding the Fight,” I 
stressed the importance of restrain-
ing yourself from being pulled into 
a physical confrontation by some-
one’s provocative words. An insult 
can sting and, for some, it’s enough 
to trigger a visceral response that 
can lead to unlawful and unreason-
able uses of force. In short, employ-
ing deadly force unjustly to oppose 
a series of stupid and empty words 

can result in physical injury to you or 
others, criminal charges, civil liability, 
mental anguish and even prison time.

Before we look at the five effec-
tive non-lethal targets to stop a per-
sonal attack, let’s study the three 
most important elements of avoid-
ing a fight in the first place.

AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION…
You see it in the headlines of your 

local paper and hear it regularly 
on your local news: Predators al-
ways seem to target easy marks. 
These criminals focus on people 
who are distracted and alone with-
out witnesses, giving violent pred-
ators ample time to strike. Staying 
alert to where you travel is a great 
first step. Avoid parking in under-
ground parking lots, using isolat-

ed stairwells or walking on dark, 
unpopulated streets. Remember, 
too, that sitting with your back to 
the world, fixated on a device and 
wearing earbuds, tips the odds in 
a criminal’s favor. That said, the 
following three elements of preven-
tion should always serve as your 
first line of self-defense:

1. SITUATIONAL AWARENESS is the 
single most important element 
of self-defense. Simply put, this 
means being diligent and aware 
at all times. This keeps your eyes 
fresh and can alert you to poten-
tial dangers long before they enter 
your personal space. For example, 
when walking, a simple adjustment 
of your head and eye positions — 
from looking down at the ground to 
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standing tall, projecting confidence 
and broadening your view as you 
scan and survey your surroundings 
— can have a huge impact. Another 
example is as simple as not having 
your eyes glued to your phone and 
not walking or riding a bike while 
using ear buds, especially in an iso-
lated area. As you walk, drive, sit in 
a café or ride public transportation, 
be vigilant about your surroundings.

2. AVOIDING HIGH-RISK PLACES 
when possible, and recognizing 
when you are in high-risk places, is 
the second most important element 
of self-defense. Principally, this 
means understanding that where 
men — especially young men — 
gather and drink are some of the 
most dangerous places in the coun-

try. Bars, concerts and even some 
sporting events are examples of 
places where people gather, drink 
to excess and become aggressive, 
especially late at night. Be cogni-
zant of the people who are near 
you, those who get loud and those 
who are drinking heavily. Be aware 
of how to extricate yourself if things 
start to get ugly. Wherever you are, 
do your best to keep an alternative 
exit in your line of sight in case you 
have to make a quick departure. 
One lady shared with me that she 
was having lunch with a friend op-
posite two men who were having 
a “liquid lunch.” The volume of the 
men’s voices began to rise, insults 
were flying, and it wasn’t until one 
of the men picked up the table and 
shoved it on top of the other that this 

woman realized she and her friend 
should be leaving. She had failed to 
pick up on the earlier cues that indi-
cated a possible ugly incident was 
brewing.

3. WALKING AWAY from a potential 
threat is an obvious, simple and of-
ten overlooked element of preven-
tative self-defense. If you see things 
turning aggressive or if things just 
don’t feel right, trust your instincts 
and remove yourself from the situa-
tion before things escalate. Forget 
the rest of your meal, the planned 
movie or the appointment and 
change course. If you unavoidably 
get caught up in an aggressive sit-
uation and need to walk away, con-
sider an apology to de-escalate 
the scene. Something as simple 
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as, “Sorry, man. I’ll get out of your 
way,” especially when you are not 
at fault, might allow the aggressor 
to save face and you to exit safe-
ly. For some, learning to apologize, 
especially when they have done 
nothing to instigate an unwanted 
encounter, is a challenge. Recog-
nizing that words are empty and 
cannot hurt you is a good place to 
start that inner conversation. The 
sooner you can master the “apol-
ogy and exit” strategy, the faster a 
potential physical encounter can 
be de-escalated — and the more 
likely it is you can avoid unneces-
sary pain, injury or worse.

Now that you have the three 
main preventative strategies fresh 
in mind, let’s turn to how to handle 
situations that you might not be 

able to prevent or escape. Here 
are some simple gross motor tech-
niques to consider when a situation 
turns aggressive or you are threat-
ened in a non-lethal manner but 
physical force is still merited.

5 NON-LETHAL TARGETS 
TO STOP AN ATTACKER
These targets can be effective re-
gardless of your size, age or gender. 
A small person with a well-placed 
strike can deter a larger, stronger 
attacker. In fact, sometimes a small 
woman has the added benefit of 
surprise in boldly responding to an 
attack. These “pop-and-drop” types 
of moves rely on gross motor skills 
rather than fine-tuned precision. 
When under duress, you might not be 
able to execute a wristlock or even 

remember how to do one. But when 
your adrenaline ramps up, you don’t 
need great strength or speed to ef-
fectively pop your target and escape.

1. WIPE THE FACE: This is a great 
move for low-level threats, where, 
for example, someone might be 
extremely drunk and putting his 
hands on you. This move rarely 
causes pain or injury, as it is used 
primarily as a distraction to allow 
you time to move out of reach. You 
simply step toward the aggres-
sor with an open hand and make 
a wiping motion across his or her 
face as you move past him or her. 
As the name suggests, this wiping 
motion places the heel and palm 
of your open hand firmly in con-
tact with the aggressor’s face. Your 

(1) WIPE THE FACE
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goal is to cause immediate confu-
sion, startling the aggressor’s brain 
and allowing you time to move out-
side hurting distance. Many body-
guards employ this low-level tech-
nique to safeguard their detail.

2. HEEL STRIKE: This is for thwarting 
a more serious threat when you are 
unable to talk, walk or run away. First, 
drop your weight. Bend your knees, 
lowering your center of gravity to 
give you more stability. Second, de-
liver a quick, open-hand heel strike, 
targeting the attacker’s nose, jaw or 
face. This sudden, snapping strike 
with the heel of your hand will cause 
pain, disorientation or injury to the 
aggressor, thus allowing you to es-
cape immediately. Never forget: You 
might have to deliver more than one 

blow to stop an attack. If you initial-
ly feel awkward, you can practice 
dropping your weight in front of a 
full-body mirror until it becomes 
second nature. Then practice using 
your right and left hands in the heel-
strike motion. Work on developing 
the skill with your non-dominant 
hand in the event your stronger one 
is compromised.

3. EAR POP: Did you ever get your 
ears boxed when you were a kid? 
This is a similar but more aggres-
sive motion. This technique is used 
to stop a higher-level threat, such as 
when an attacker is up close in your 
personal space (as though close 
enough to slow dance). Quickly 
swing both hands up and slam the 
heels of your palms into the ears of 

your aggressor. This can cause diz-
ziness and might knock the aggres-
sor off-balance, and, if you strike 
hard enough, you might even knock 
him or her unconscious. You can 
practice this move at home on a pil-
low, sofa cushion or heavy punch-
ing bag to easily get the feel of the 
motion of your arms and the force 
you have in the heels of your hands.

4. GROIN SLAP/GRAB: You have prob-
ably heard since you were a child 
that it’s best to kick an attacker in 
the groin. This can be an effective 
self-defense technique but is not 
always easy to apply, especially if 
the attacker is moving. The groin 
slap is a simplified and effective 
variation. I often describe it in my 
workshops using the visual of groin 

(2) HEEL STRIKE
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(3) EAR POP

bowling. Step in close to your target, 
swing your arm (as though you are 
going to release a bowling ball) and 
bring the heel of your open hand up 
and into the groin with as much force 
as you can. If facing a male attacker, 
you might also be able to reach in, 
grab his testicles and twist. This can 
cause a male attacker to fall to his 
knees, giving you the opportunity to 
escape or, if necessary, use a heel 
strike to his face, nose or ears. In 
addition to being an effective move 
on male aggressors, “groin bowling” 
can also be effective against female 
attackers. You can practice this at 
home by taking one step forward 
and executing that “bowling swing,” 
leading with the heel of your open 
hand. Again, practice with both 
hands. You can also practice this by 

dropping to your knees and reach-
ing in as if to strike the groin or grab 
and twist the genitals.

5. EAR/HAIR GRAB: This is one of my 
favorite up-close techniques: Simply 
grab the attacker’s ears or hair and 
twist hard and fast. Bring him or her 
off-balance — down to the ground, 
if you can — and then escape. This 
move can work in conjunction with 
the ear pop; strike the ears while you 
are in the neighborhood, then grab, 
twist and direct the stunned attack-
er to the ground so you can flee. 
This move requires surprisingly little 
force, although, like all of these tech-
niques, you should give it all you’ve 
got, especially if you are smaller than 
the predator. Keep in mind that the 
ears are a natural “handle” to direct 

an attacker away from you, especial-
ly if your assailant is bald.

BONUS POINTS: STOMP HIM! 
This technique can work for most 

people but is especially effective for 
a woman against an attacker of any 
size. The earlier techniques rely on 
using your arms and hands, while 
this one uses your legs and feet.

If you find yourself in close, use 
the heel of your foot to stomp down 
on the toes, top of the feet or into 
the aggressor’s ankle. This can 
cause significant pain, especially if 
you knock out the ankle. To get the 
most leverage, you can grab your 
attacker’s shirt, hair or shoulders to 
control him as you stomp down on 
the target. It might require repeat-
ed steps to stop the attack.
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STAY SAFE
As a responsible gun owner, you 

have the legal right to carry your 
firearm and employ it when an im-
pending, unavoidable threat war-
rants a lethal-force response. That 
said, there’s no shortage of instanc-
es in which common sense will tell 
you not to draw. If you have to stop 

or escape a threat that does not 
merit the application of deadly force 
— if you are not in impending, un-
avoidable danger of death or great 
bodily harm — these empty-hand 
techniques will complement pep-
per spray or other less-lethal tech-
nology exceptionally well. 

(5) EAR/HAIR GRAB

STOMP HIM!
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All of these techniques are 
fine tools to add to your skill set; 
they’re tried and tested respons-
es to non-deadly threats. If you’re 
being assaulted — if you’re being 
grabbed and you don’t want to be 
— all of these are reasonable reac-
tions. They will possibly afford you 
the time and distance to escape 
from a situation before it gets any 
worse, but it is important that you 
understand that’s all they’re de-
signed to do.

If you find yourself facing death 
or great bodily harm, these tech-
niques might lead up to you being 
able to escape, but they’re inade-
quate for immediately stopping a 
grave threat.

If an assailant is strangling you 
from behind, that’s not the time to 
try your hand at skillfully dropping 
an axe-kick directly onto his instep. 
You are rapidly running out of time, 
and just as you would shoot an at-
tacker under such a situation, it’s 
time to employ deadly force.

Under such a situation, there is 
one technique that combines sim-
plicity, effectiveness and an almost 
impossibility of messing up: the 
eye gouge.

If you are facing impending, un-
avoidable death or great bodily 
harm — if an attacker is strangling 
or getting ready to stab you — you 
will be left with no choice but to 
slide your thumb or thumbs along 
the contours of your attacker’s face 
until you index alongside his eye or 
eyes and then drive your thumb or 
thumbs as far and as hard as you 

can into his skull.
This is a terribly gruesome 

thought, yes, but so is all dead-
ly force. You’re not doing this to a 
drunk who’s just being over-asser-
tive with his hugs and high-fives; 
this is about defending yourself 
against death, rape or other cer-
tain, impending, unavoidable 
death or great bodily harm.

Like any other counter-attack, 
you cannot go about this halfheart-
edly. If you are forced to employ 
this technique, you need to do so 
as accurately and as forcefully as 
possible. If you cannot see your 
attacker, feel for either his eyes, 
nose or ears, but be certain to keep 
your hands as far from his mouth 
as possible. After you’ve located 
one of his facial features, use it to 
guide you to his eye. After you’re 
there, picture driving your thumb 

or thumbs through the back of his 
head.

Remember, he did this to him-
self when he decided he wanted 
to murder or rape you. It’s a gro-
tesque thing to have to picture, but 
so is your dead or victimized body. 
When a kick to the shins or a yank 
to the ear isn’t going to do the trick, 
this technique is there for last-ditch 
lifesaving.

My only hope beyond you being 
able to remember what I’ve shared 
with you here is that you’ll never 
have to use it.

God bless and stay safe.

Ed Combs
Associate Editor
Concealed Carry Magazine
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