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Introduction
For decades, law enforcement agencies have recognized the need to address the issue of stress with officers.  Programs are currently in place to deal with avoiding stress and dealing with its effects on well-being.  But, to effectively deal with the effects of stress on agency personnel, a paradigm shift may be required.  Rather than examining the individual and treating him or her in search of the solution, it's time for stress management to focus on the environment and organizations in which individuals work.  

To address the problems law enforcement can anticipate in the next decade, it's important to understand the nature of stress specific to law enforcement.  It isn’t necessarily classic police work that takes a toll on the health and emotional well-being of officers.  “In fact,” says Peter Finn, author of Reducing Stress: An Organization-Centered Approach, “the most common sources of police officer stress involve the policies and procedures of law enforcement agencies themselves." Finn goes on to categorize stress sources in five main groups:

1) Issues in the officer's personal life, 

2) The pressures of law enforcement work, 

3) The attitude of the general public toward police work and officers, 

4) The operation of the criminal justice system, and 

5) The law enforcement organization itself.1
With the overwhelming host of sources for stress within law enforcement 

jobs, it would be nearly impossible to design a program that addresses every source.  The best that can be hoped is to identify one or two of the most stress-inducing factors and address those with a program or programs that will help alleviate the stress generated within the department.

Most police stress programs currently focus almost exclusively on individual officers and how they deal with the stressful situations they may be experiencing.  This approach ignores stress problems that may be caused by organizational situations, which tend to be the basis for most officer stress.2
 

The Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences maintains that most research on stress in law enforcement over-emphasizes psychological analysis of the individual while almost ignoring the importance of the organizational setting.  The Michigan State Police Behavioral Science Section agrees.  3  

Research suggests that many facets of an organization cause stress.  Loosely organized departments can be stress-inducing as they may lack the proper rules and guidelines to resolve questions for officers quickly and effectively, whereas a tightly structured organization usually has too many rules and regulations imposed.  Elements that create or add stress in these environments are role conflict, role ambiguity, and lack of participation in decision making.4

The suggestion is to focus on the organization rather than the individual.  Issues such as the work an officer is engaged in, his or her supervisors, the financial compensation an officer is receiving for his efforts are all factors that should be analyzed and, when problems are encountered, addressed with appropriate solutions.  Addressing 

these issues would have a greater influence on improving morale.5 

An effective plan can greatly reduce the amount of stress within an organization.  But, while the plan must include an analysis of what is going on within a department currently that adds to stress, it cannot ignore the inherent culture of the police force.  Utilizing that understanding in implementing a new stress-reduction program within a department will achieve greater success.  In order to better understand police culture, a brief examination is helpful.

"Many police leaders have been thwarted in their attempts to engender change in the organization due to existing cultural barriers inside their own departments."6 Several strategies could be used to implement better preventative psychological services in a department.  One would be merely to require everyone to undergo psychiatric evaluations under a set of prescribed guidelines.  Of course, that would probably be met with as much joy as the helmet law was by Hell's Angels! A better strategy is to incrementally implement a program customized to the specific department.  Before implementing any change, an understanding of the culture of the organization is essential.  

If the adage "you can't teach an old dog new tricks" has any truth, it becomes a major imperative for someone implementing a new strategy to understand how new officers are assimilated into the force.  It is most likely the new officers are going to be more receptive to change than older, entrenched officers and administration.7
"First thing a department has to do is take a long honest look at itself and be willing to admit there is a need for change," says Keith Bettinger in "Critical Incidents: Debriefing 

and Immediate Aftercare."8 He suggests that the department think of itself as a community within a larger community.  

In most jobs, there would be plenty of little things that would create stress: waiting in line, arguing with co-workers, a tough boss.  Add to that all the major stressful situations a police officer deals with and you have the potential for major physical and emotional consequences for the individual.  

It’s been suggested the most effective way to deal with stress is to learn to relax.  It helps to develop a “trusting heart," curtail cynicism and reduce the frequency and intensity of episodes of anger, irritation, and frustration.9
Officers must get regular exercise, especially those in sedentary jobs.  Simple exercise, like getting out and walking around the building a few times, or a simple, regular exercise program are the cheapest stress relievers and great mood enhancers.  Officers get ribbed about the donut shop, and the truth is lots of fast, fried food isn't good for the human body.  It's much healthier to pack a lunch with more appropriate foods.  Just like exercise, it requires time, but the investment pays off mightily in less indigestion and heartburn.


Before implementing a plan, a pre-determined date or length of time should be established for review.  Each aspect of the program should be reviewed for strengths, weaknesses and incremental improvements that can be made to further perfect the system.  By allowing this time for review and improvement, it also takes the pressure off those designing the initial program to come up with an absolutely perfect program.  They will know that any decisions or policies made now can be examined and revised, making it easier to reach consensus in this initial planning stage.  Each review will be followed by the implementation of improvements and consequently, another review session after a predetermined period.  In this fashion, the group can "sharpen the saw" incrementally, achieving near perfection in its policies and procedures.10
The basis of this article is to develop a strategy to adopt in promoting a reduced-stress working environment.  No matter how well constructed a plan might be in addressing the needs of those for whom it was designed, no plan can function unless those applying it and those who benefit by it cooperate in its implementation.  

It's easy to see that there is a need for such programs in any police department, and it's hard to argue with statistics that show an officer's job is life-threatening, not only on the streets, but also within the context of his own mental and physical health.  

While it may be easy to recognize that programs to reduce stress are necessary, it is not always easy to implement them.  As with anything new, there will be obstacles both, internally and externally to the organization, in implementing any kind of a stress reduction program.  Internally, the obstacles include entrenched organizational and individual attitudes, policies and procedures.  Externally, the biggest obstacle to any project such as this is the scrutiny of those governing bodies that supervise a police department and enact the policies and laws, which dictate the operation of that department.  Perhaps the biggest obstacle to a plan such as this is, of course, the financial concerns and budgetary restraints.

Usually, the biggest obstacle to overcome with a chief, upper echelon management, and of course, any governing body envoy is the eternal question, "How much is this going to cost?" It is important to understand that the reason for this question 

is sincere: whoever is asking it is typically going to be faced with justifying it to their superior(s).


No matter the size of department or state of the existing support structure, the analysis team's task is to identify the weaknesses of the current system, and rank these weaknesses as to the immediacy with which each should be addressed.  Then, working with the chief, administrators and any government representatives, changes to an existing system are implemented incrementally.  

Once the chief has agreed to the project, coaxing other administrators into supporting the initiative should be much easier.  By making the changes incrementally and addressing the most pressing one or two issues, the changes are easier to incorporate and will be less disruptive.

As demonstrated above, the associated expense of such a program is minimal when compared to the results without one, which should effectively eliminate the most frequent external obstacle encountered, principally, funding.  The complementary obstacle to enlisting the support of organizational leaders is to curry 

the cooperation of individual officers within the department.  Generally, officers have been slow to recognize the positive contribution of mental health services.  Police officers don't trust or confide in those they perceive as outsiders.  Seeking professional help is considered weak by some or belies incompetence.11

While a resident mental health professional and peer support groups are two general ways to assist officers, there are many specific measures departments may invest in to assist officers.  While the department may take action to implement some of these strategies, it is generally best if they are coordinated through the person or group that is responsible for the mental health program in the department to lend cohesiveness and accountability to the program.


Enlisting the cooperation of officers is critical to the success of any program designed to assist them.  Because of the sensitive nature of this particular matter, where rumors, accusations and speculation can be especially damaging, it may be difficult to establish trust.  However, once that trust is established, officers should see the benefit of this program to their well-being, and many will seek to become involved.  With the chief, administrators and officers themselves all invested in the success of the program the only limitation should be the extent to which the program is authorized to be used.  

Specific strategies can be used to implement preventative psychological services within a department.  These strategies have included suggestions for various educational and training opportunities, a sample peer program policy, techniques and methods of implementation for a support program, and a structure to manage the transition from a remedial type of mental health program to a progressive, preventative style of health maintenance.  Additionally, the obstacles that might be encountered in the implementation of this program were discussed along with strategies to counter them, avoid them or minimize their impact on the success of the program.  

Stress, and the disorders, both physical and mental, associated with it, extracts a heavy toll on law enforcement in this country.   Marital problems, alcohol and drug abuse, and troubled relationships with family and loved ones are the results of the almost-constant stress encountered by police officers.  However, it is not just the personal or individual stress that officers encounter.  The pressures of law enforcement work, the attitude of the general public, the criminal justice system, and the organization within which the officer works all contribute to a pressure-cooker type work environment that takes a heavy toll on those whose job it is "to protect and to serve."

By examining the five distinct categories of stress, we have catalogued the many different variables that play a role in the typical police officer's life.  With the decrease in camaraderie once so common amongst officers, many now feel on their own, isolated from their families and their friends outside the department, and unable to communicate with those within the department who might understand, empathize and offer guidance.  

Generations X and Y are entering the workplace, and bringing with them new ideas and concepts about what a job should mean and what society's expectations should be of them.  The increase in cultural and ethnic diversification, and the acceptance of gays into the force has done much to increase the sensitivity of law enforcement in general to issues involving race, culture and gender.  But the rise of political correctness has had a deleterious effect on the life of many officers, regardless of their own race, ethnicity or gender preferences, when faced with the reality that a simple comment taken out of context could cost them their careers, their livelihood and potentially, their lives.  

Public opinion, as viewed by newspaper reports, leave most officers feeling under-appreciated, while the rights of criminals seem to increase, as does their viciousness and flagrant disrespect for the law.  Situations such as the Rodney King beating and subsequent trial leave officers in a quandary about how much is too much and how much is too little in order to avoid a lawsuit by a perpetrator or by a protected citizen.  

This discussion has examined the role conflict of an officer torn between being an enforcer and a mentor.  In a profession once seen as secure, officers are now concerned about pink slips brought on by budgetary cuts.  The rise of community policing has brought new ideas and concepts to the job and the workplace, many of which police officers are inadequately trained and prepared to integrate.

Additionally, physical situations such as the startle response, shift work and "20+ years" have also been analyzed in regard to an officer's long-term mental state.  Examined in depth was the impact of critical incidents on an officer's well being, and how these incidents may lead to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or other mental disorders.  Equipment shortages, excessive or unnecessary paperwork, favoritism, antagonistic subcultures and a lack of adequate rewards all combine to leave officers feeling distant, unsatisfied and wondering sometimes if it really is worth risking everything to accomplish an assignment.

A sound preventative psychological program should include at least three phases:  

1) Analysis, where a determination is made for a need for change, based on an examination of job descriptions, supervisory strength and compensation structures;

2) Application, with the establishment of high professional standards, a performance-based reward system, performance appraisals featuring constructive behavior-based feedback, increased in-service training in communication skills, problem solving, conflict resolution, supervisory skills, recognizing stress-inducing practices and events, and training in critical incident stress management.  This plan calls for a written policy with rules and procedures that clearly define what constitutes a critical incident, what events will be covered as critical incidents, and the roles of both the professional and the peer counselor.  It should also explain what constitutes a debriefing, and feature courses on suicide prevention, team building and recognizing the impact of work styles on subordinates.  The plan should also feature a peer support team for counseling of officers; 3) Review of policies and procedures instituted by the panel to evaluate performance and attainment of objective, as well as accumulating statistics for future rounds of funding.  

In accomplishing this task, it is essential to have all the important people aboard: that means the whole department.  From the chief and administrators on down to the beat cop, everyone plays a role in the success of this program.  What is the future of preventative psychological services in law enforcement? The future is bright, if politicians and the public can see their way to provide the support and funding necessary to provide the services outlined above.  Based on the research presented here, officers face myriad problems, but with more effective stress-management and stress-elimination programs in deployment, the officer of the future will find themselves better equipped emotionally to deal with the rigors of their chosen profession.
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