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Abstract 

 

PROMOTING A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO MITIGATE THE EFFECTS OF 

POLICE STRESS 

 

Timothy H. Smith 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Susan Hilal 

 

Statement of the Problem 

     Police work takes a physical and emotional toll on the men and women who choose to protect 

and serve.  Numerous studies have demonstrated a career in law enforcement can have a 

significant impact on one’s well-being. It has been shown police officers suffer from a host of 

physical, psychological and behavioral issues at rates greater than or equal to those of the general 

population (Cross & Ashley, 2004; Gershon, Barocas, Canton, Li & Vlahov, 2009; Liberman, 

Best, Metzler, Fagan, Weiss & Marmar, 2002). Research suggests members of the law 

enforcement community endure elevated rates of heart disease and diabetes, substance abuse 

divorce and suicide. In a 40-year study Violanti (2009) suggests that the average age of death for 

a police officer was approximately 66 years of age, nearly ten years below that of the average 

U.S. citizen. 

     The consequences of police stress adversely impact law enforcement organizations and the 

general public as well. Agencies and their communities spend thousands of dollars to offset time 

lost due to stress related conditions by paying out overtime, worker’s compensation claims, 

disability and training new officers (Walters, 2007). 
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     Despite the difficulties posed by police stress, Gilmartin (2002) notes that there does not seem 

to be a systemic recognition on the part of law enforcement agencies as to the emotional toll of 

police work and its effect on self-destructive behavior. Gaines and Kappeler (2008) suggest that 

there is a growing acknowledgement of the consequences of stress by police administrators, but 

programs developed to help officers are largely reactive in nature. A more comprehensive 

approach to police stress is imperative. 

 

Method of Approach 

     This research paper utilizes secondary research and statistics from scholarly journals, 

textbooks and peer-reviewed articles to illustrate the sources of police stress and the risks these 

stressors pose to police officers. This paper assesses applicable theories related to the difficulties 

of police officer stress to include general strain theory and integrated stress theory. Available 

research and examples of existing programs from law enforcement agencies are utilized to 

provide considerations in developing or expanding a comprehensive stress program for police 

officers. 

 

Summary of Results 

          The results of this paper show that police officer stress can be addressed in a more 

proactive and comprehensive manner. Research indicates that most efforts to treat police officer 

stress currently focus on methods designed to help the individual better cope with stress. This 

type of approach is important but disregardss the root causes of police stress. 

           This paper demonstrates the need for law enforcement agencies to focus on potential 

sources of stress in addition to individual approaches to reduce the effects and sources of police 

stress. Many studies have implicated organizational stress as a significant factor in police officer 
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stress however law enforcement agencies seem to prefer methods that deal with the symptoms of 

stress rather than the causes. This paper also illustrates a need for law enforcement agencies to 

adopt a more proactive role in advocating for increased stress prevention and reduction programs 

for their officers. Employee assistance programs as well as health and wellness plans have shown 

encouraging potential to mitigate the effects of police stress. The benefits from preventing and 

reducing police officer stress through more comprehensive programs apply to individuals as well 

as to the communities they protect and serve.      
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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION 

 

Promoting a Comprehensive Approach to Mitigate the Effects of Police Stress 

 

Statement of Problem 

      Depictions of police work on television and in the movies, as well the overrepresentation of 

crime in the media, may lead one to believe police officers are routinely involved in shootouts, 

vehicle chases and foot pursuits with arch villains. Fortunately, for everyone involved, this is not 

an accurate portrayal of law enforcement (Felson, 2002). However, policing is still an occupation 

with obvious and inherent risks. In 2009, 48 law enforcement officers were feloniously killed in 

the line of duty. An additional forty seven officers died from accidents that occurred in the line 

of duty (FBI, 2009). These losses are terrible tragedies, but less recognized in 2009, were 

approximately 143 police suicides (Badge of Life, n.d.), nearly three times the number of officers 

that were feloniously killed the same year. Police work takes a physical and emotional toll on the 

men and women in law enforcement, and while not as riveting as what is portrayed by 

Hollywood, police officer stress is a very real danger to those who protect and serve. 

     Multiple studies have shown a career in law enforcement can have a significant impact on 

one’s well-being. In a study spanning 40 years, Violanti (2009) suggests that the average age of 

death for a police officer was approximately 66 years of age, nearly ten years below that of the 

average U.S. citizen. Gaines and Kappeler (2008) list studies that propose police officers have 

high rates of mortality from heart disease and diabetes.  

     In addition to being susceptible to several diseases at higher rates than the general population, 

numerous studies show elevated incidences of divorce and substance abuse among law 

enforcement personnel (Cross & Ashley, 2004; Gershon, Barocas, Canton, Li & Vlahov, 2009; 
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Liberman, Best, Metzler, Fagan, Weiss & Marmar, 2002). Gaines and Kappeler (2008) show a 

variety of studies which show a wide range of reported alcohol abuse by police officers. One 

such study indicated that sixty seven percent of the officers studied admitted to drinking on duty.  

     The consequences of police stress do not only impact the individual officer, but also law 

enforcement organizations. Agencies and their communities spend vast amounts of money to 

offset time lost due to stress related conditions by paying out overtime, worker’s compensation 

claims, disability and training new officers (Walters, 2007).  

 

Purpose of Study 

      Despite the risks posed by police stress, Gilmartin (2002) indicates there does not seem to be 

a systemic recognition on the part of law enforcement agencies as to the emotional toll of police 

work and its effect on self-destructive behavior. Gaines and Kappeler (2008) suggest that there is 

a growing acknowledgement of the consequences of stress by police administrators, but 

programs developed to help officers are largely reactive in nature. Many agencies provide 

programs such as alcohol and drug abuse and psychological counseling only after officers have 

experienced problems associated with their work. Agencies are also increasingly participating in 

critical incident debriefings after particularly traumatic incidents. While these programs are 

important, they illustrate the largely reactive nature of the strategies currently employed to 

contend with police officer stress. 

     The purpose of this study is to recommend that law enforcement agencies take a more 

proactive role in the health and welfare of police officers. This paper will identify sources of 

police officer stress and suggest measures law enforcement agencies can implement to mitigate 

the effects of police officer stress. Theoretical explanations consisting of general strain and 
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interactive stress theories will be discussed as well as considerations for developing or expanding 

an existing stress prevention and reduction program.  

 

Methodology 

     This research paper utilizes secondary research and statistics from scholarly journals, 

textbooks and peer-reviewed articles to illustrate the sources of police stress and the risks these 

stressors pose to police officers. This paper assesses applicable theories related to the difficulties 

of police officer stress to include general strain theory and integrated stress theory. Available 

research and examples of existing programs from law enforcement agencies are utilized to 

provide considerations in developing or expanding a comprehensive stress program for police 

officers. 

 

Contribution to the Field 

     By acknowledging the causes of police officer stress and promoting comprehensive measures 

to reduce stress among officers, law enforcement agencies will improve the well-being of their 

officers. Mentally and physically healthy officers will be less susceptible to various illnesses and 

conditions which pose serious health risks. Ultimately, healthy officers will save taxpayers 

millions of dollars and be better equipped to serve the citizens of their community. 
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SECTION II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

     The literature review will consist of three main sections. The first portion of the literature 

review will define stress and examine several causes of police officer stress. The second part will 

focus on the detrimental consequences attributed to police stress. The third section will explore 

current methods used to curtail the effects of police stress. 

 

Defining Stress 

 

     Law enforcement is generally regarded as a highly stressful occupation (Anshel, 2000; 

Collins & Gibbs, 2003; McCreary & Thompson, 2006). Stress is a difficult concept to define as 

it is based on many variables that can vary by each individual officer. In its basic form, stress 

consists of a stimulus and a response. Anderson, Litzenberger and Plecas (2002) note that stress 

must have a source, such as a situation which is deemed threatening or challenging to an 

individual, and a response, referred to as stress reactivity. Stinchcomb indicates that the notion of 

stress initially appeared in the field of physics where it referred to the “distortion produced by an 

external force placing strain on an object” (2004, p. 3). In essence, stress is the way in which 

individuals relate to their environment. In order to experience stress, an individual must first be 

presented with a threatening or challenging situation, a stressor. 

 

Physiology of Stress 

     Stress is a complex relationship of external and internal variables, but there are certain 

immediate responses the human body undergoes in response to a situation that is regarded as 

challenging. These reactions, often referred to as the fight or flight response, are universal and 
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have developed throughout human evolution to allow us to survive what we perceive as 

dangerous situations. As Anderson et al (2002) point out, the fight or flight response is the 

normal, evolutionary reaction to a threatening situation that allows individuals to either defend 

themselves or remove themselves from harm. 

     When the brain interprets a situation as threatening, two systems are activated, the autonomic 

nervous system (ANS) and the endocrine system. The ANS consists of the nerve fibers that 

connect the central nervous system to the organs of the body. These fibers help to regulate the 

involuntary functions of the organs such as breathing, heartbeat, perspiration, etc. The endocrine 

system is a network of glands throughout the body which release hormones into the bloodstream 

(Comer, 2007). When a threatening situation presents itself the brain triggers the sympathetic 

nervous system, a subset of the ANS. These nerves stimulate the organs of the body both 

directly, by increasing the heart rate for example, and indirectly by stimulating the internal 

portion of the adrenal glands, releasing epinephrine (adrenaline) and norepinephrine. The brain 

also signals a portion of the endocrine system, particularly the pituitary gland, when confronted 

by a situation which is perceived as threatening. The pituitary gland releases hormones which 

stimulate the outer layer of the adrenal glands, which in turn releases a group of stress hormones 

including cortisol (Comer, 2007).  

     The autonomic nervous system and the endocrine system arouse the body and prepare for a 

response to a dangerous or threatening situation. Some of the effects are an increase in heart rate 

and a redistribution of blood away from organs and into the heart, brain and major muscle 

groups. Bronchiole tubes also dilate ensuring sufficient oxygenation of the blood through 

breathing. Among the noticeable changes are increased heart rate and blood pressure, tunnel 

vision and auditory exclusion. It should be noted that each individual has different patterns of 
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ANS and endocrine system functioning so there are different ways individuals can experience 

arousal and fear.     

 

Police Stressors 

     Some amount of stress is an inherent factor in every occupation. Any vocation that is viewed 

as emotionally or physically challenging as well as inflexible could be regarded as being stressful 

(Gershon et al, 2009). The law enforcement profession certainly possesses stressors that are 

rarely experienced in most workplaces. However, many stressors that affect police officers also 

affect others in a wide array of livelihoods. Liberman et al (2002) summarize the difficulty of 

categorizing police officer stress. Various researchers have suggested any number of categories 

and subcategories for police stress. For the purposes of this paper police stressors will be 

classified into two broad categories, critical incident stress and routine stress.   

 

Critical Incident Stress 

     When most people think about stress affecting police officers it is usually in the form of 

critical incident stress, also referred to as acute stress or episodic stress. Police officers have the 

potential to be involved in incidents which are not common experiences for most individuals. 

Liberman et al (2002) incorporate the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-IV) when explaining critical incidents as those where a person experiences, witnesses or 

is confronted with actual or threatened death or serious injury. Chopko (2010) characterizes 

critical incidents as sudden events, usually of a short duration, that have the potential to 

overcome an individual’s ability to cope. Anshel (2000) refers to this type of stress as acute 

stress and notes that officers will act and think differently when faced with an extreme or unusual 

external stimulus.  
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     Police officers experience many situations throughout their careers which could be regarded 

as critical incidents. Police officers are subjected to incidents that are similar to those 

experienced by individuals in the military or in the emergency medical field. Members of law 

enforcement witness death and injury and may use or be subjected to violence in the course of 

their duties. These experiences accumulate throughout the course of a career. Liberman et al 

(2002) cite a study conducted with urban police officers which showed that during the course of 

a career an average officer encountered 25 recently dead bodies, 14 decaying corpses and10 

sexually assaulted children. The average officer was also injured more than once and witness to 

fellow officers being seriously injured twice. 

     Some authors downplay the risks faced by police officers, claiming law enforcement 

perpetuates certain stereotypes to include the threat of constant danger. Gaines and Kappeler 

(2008) for example, correctly point out police officer deaths are relatively rare events. They use 

Bureau of Labor statistics to show that several occupations have higher rates of fatal injuries than 

police officers. Truck drivers, construction workers, electricians and farmers all had fatality rates 

of greater than 20 per 100,000. The rate of fatal injuries for police officers was just over 11 per 

100,000. These statistics obviously do not tell the entire story. 

     Brandl and Stroshine (2003) conducted a study which compared the hazards of police work to 

those experienced by firefighters. They found that while the frequency of incidents between 

police and fire personnel were similar, the nature of the activities that lead to the injuries 

reflected the different nature of the occupations. The authors found that police officers were 

much more likely to be injured during incidents with antagonistic people. Also noted was the 

psychological difference in the injuries sustained by police compared to those sustained by 

firefighters. In their study, Brandl and Stroshine (2003) suggested that injuries sustained as a 
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result of one person intentionally causing harm to another are more psychologically significant 

than injuries that are sustained from physical exertion while using equipment. 

     Based on the DSM-IV characterization of a critical incident being physical injury or threat 

thereof to oneself or others, one can rationalize how often police officers may be exposed to 

critical incidents. One could argue that many calls to which police officers respond involve the 

threat of physical harm in some form. Not only were 48 police officers feloniously killed in 

2009, but over 57,000 law enforcement members were also assaulted while performing their 

duties. Over 15,000 of the officers assaulted in 2009 were injured in some capacity (FBI). 

 

Routine Stress    

     Routine stressors consist of the day to day operational and organizational annoyances which 

are experienced by police officers. Despite the immediate threat posed to officers during critical 

incidents, several studies have shown routine stressors, particularly organizational stressors, to be 

more strongly associated with police officer stress (Collins & Gibbs, 2003; Gershon et al, 2009; 

Liberman et al, 2002; Stinchcomb, 2004; Toch, 2002). Liberman et al (2002) cite studies of 

Cincinnati and other departments from the Midwestern United States that reveal police officers 

more often identify administrative policies, equipment issues, court, changing work shifts and 

community relations as stressors than crisis situations. Toch (2002) lists similar results in a study 

conducted to identify sources of police stress. He found that inter-departmental politics, police 

leadership and lack of information were viewed as more stressful by officers than witnessing 

child abuse.  

     Researchers point to several reasons why police officers perceive routine, day to day concerns 

as being particularly stressful. In their study concerning police officer stress, Liberman et al 

(2002) suggested that officers may accept critical incidents as a predictable and inevitable 
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function of law enforcement or that critical incidents are simply not experienced as often as 

routine stressors. Stinchcomb (2004) asserts stress results from a lack of control and adds that the 

addition of responsibility for others and little opportunity to see positive results for their efforts 

also increases police officer stress.    

  

Stress Reactivity 

     The second part of the stress equation is how one reacts to a possible threatening or 

challenging situation. Reaction to a potential stressor is based on several factors and varies from 

individual to individual. Anderson et al (2002) list several variables that affect stress reactivity. 

The first variable is that of personal attributes. Several characteristics, such as cynicism, 

pessimism and perfectionism were found to adversely affect officers and make them more 

susceptible to perceived stress. Anderson et al (2002) also cited studies which showed optimism 

and perceived control contributed to officer hardiness which led to a higher resistance to stress 

and lower absenteeism. 

     The next variable affecting stress reactivity is cognitive appraisal. The first step in the stressor 

response is one’s perception of a stimulus. The cognitive appraisal of a situation will determine 

its stressfulness to an individual and factor into the response. Anderson et al (2002) reference 

studies that suggested when officers perceived a situation as challenging rather than threatening 

or harmful, they were more task-oriented, confident and alert. Conversely, situations perceived 

as threatening or harmful were associated with emotion-focused coping and feelings of not being 

in control. 

     Coping strategies also affect stress reactivity. Several studies suggest that police officers often 

utilize maladaptive coping behaviors when dealing with stress (Anderson et al, 2002; Anshel, 

2000; Comer, 2007; Gaines & Kappeler, 2008; Smith, 2007). Anshel (2000) noted that officers 
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that dealt with stress using poor coping skills such as alcohol, drugs, overeating, anger or 

withdrawal were more likely to experience health issues than those officers that used more 

adaptive coping strategies. 

     The final variable affecting stress reactivity according to Anderson et al (2002) is social 

support. This variable has had mixed findings in relation to mitigating police stress. While the 

relationship between social support and stress reactivity remains unclear, Anderson et al (2002) 

cite several studies which suggest a lack of support from an officer’s organization had a 

decidedly negative impact on stress reactivity.  

 

Negative Impact of Stress 

 

     There are many negative outcomes associated with police officer stress. In this section the 

negative effects of stress are broken down into four categories; physical, psychological, 

behavioral as well as departmental and financial costs. 

    

Physical 

         An individual’s reaction to a threatening situation or critical incident is relatively easy to 

observe. The changes in physiology are noticeable and fairly obvious. What is more difficult to 

discern or measure are the effects of continued exposure to acute and routine stress. Police stress 

has been linked to a whole host of health problems in study after study (Anderson et al, 2002; 

Anshel, 2000; Gershon et al, 2009; Liberman et al, 2002; Stinchcomb, 2004; Toch, 2002). Police 

officers have increased risk of hypertension, heart disease and stomach disorders. Violanti (1986) 

found an increased risk of certain cancers in police officers, particularly cancers of the digestive 

organs. Stress may be related to these types of cancers due to some of the reactions stress causes 
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to the human body. During periods of stress, peristalsis is decreased and sphincter muscles 

contract. These physiological reactions may inhibit the body’s ability to eliminate waste 

materials in a timely manner. 

     Several studies have linked stress to physical illness as well as viral and bacterial infections. 

Research involving the Social Adjustment Rating Scale, which assigns numerical values to 

stressful events, has shown a correlation between life stress and illness (Comer, 2007). High 

stress events, such as the death of a spouse receive a high life change unit (LCU). Studies 

involving the Social Adjustment Rating Scale found LCU scores among ill people were much 

higher in the previous year than the LCU scores of healthy people. The Social Adjustment Rating 

Scale has been revised several times since its introduction in 1967 but the results have 

consistently shown that those who have a greater amount of life stress have an increased 

likelihood of illness (Comer, 2007). 

     Comer (2007) also suggests that stress may adversely affect one’s immune system by 

interfering with the activity of particular white blood cells called lymphocytes. Several types of 

lymphocytes work to identify and destroy infected cells within the human body. A study in 

Australia compared the immune systems of individuals whose spouses had recently passed to 

individuals who had not lost spouses. The results showed decreased lymphocyte functioning in 

those individuals who had recently lost spouses (Comer, 2007). 

  

Hypervigilance 

      Gilmartin (2002) suggests that police officers routinely operate at an increased level of risk 

which he terms hypervigilance. Hypervigilance is a biological state which equates to a perpetual 

increased level of preparedness for a police officer while they are on duty. This state of arousal 

allows police officers to more quickly identify and contend with threats that they may encounter. 



12 

 

Some characteristics of hypervigilance are increased peripheral vision, improved hearing, 

elevated heart rate and increased blood pressure. Unfortunately this state of constant vigilance 

while on duty requires a period of time to recover. While the officer is on duty they are alert, 

active and involved. Conversely, when the officer is off duty and no longer needs to react to 

potential threats they may be exhausted, irritable and apathetic. 

     A study by Anderson et al (2002) that measured the heart rate of officers during their shift 

seems to confirm Gilmartin’s (2002) theory of hypervigilance. As would be expected, officers’ 

heart rates were elevated during situations that were considered critical incidents. The fact that 

officers’ heart rate increased significantly after putting on the uniform was less expected. 

Anderson et al (2002) found that at the beginning of their shift, officers’ heart rate increased by 

an average of 29 beats per minute. This rate diminished during the course of their shift but the 

average officer’s heart rate averaged approximately 20 beats per minute over their resting rate 

throughout their shift. Additionally, when officers did encounter a critical incident and 

experience elevated heart rates, their heart rates did not return to the levels prior to the incident 

but remained elevated for the rest of the shift. 

     Both Gilmartin (2002) and Anderson et al (2002) found detrimental effects based on studies 

of stress levels of police officers throughout a shift. While cortisol production is increased to 

respond to a potential stressor, it has been shown that chronic overproduction of cortisol can 

create a number of negative consequences.  Anderson et al (2002) found chronic overproduction 

of cortisol and other glucocorticoids to adversely affect memory, learning, cognitive function and 

the immune system, leaving one more at risk for disease or illness. These results coincide with 

Gilmartin’s (2002) observation of officers’ behavior on and off duty, which he terms the 
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hypervigilance biological roller coaster. When off duty, an officer is prone to feelings of 

detachment, isolation and exhaustion. 

 

Psychological 

Burnout 

     Some studies have shown a high incidence of job burnout among police officers.  Burnout is 

often characterized by emotional exhaustion and cynicism and has also been described as a 

gradual loss of caring and being unable to sustain the kind of commitment required to perform 

one’s job (Griffin, Hogan, Lambert, Tucker-Gail & Baker, 2009). Hawkins (2001) points out 

symptoms of burnout among police officers had implications both at work and at home. Officers 

exhibiting signs of burnout reported that they became angry with spouses and children, preferred 

to be alone, experienced insomnia and drank to cope with stress. 

 

Posttraumatic Stress 

     Posttraumatic stress disorder is usually characterized by anxiety or fear that is experienced 

after a traumatic event (Comer, 2007) The DSM-IV calls for a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress 

disorder if symptoms, which can include re-experiencing the event, depression, difficulty 

sleeping, irritability, poor concentration, hypervigilance, exaggerated startle response, etc. last 

more than four weeks. Studies cited by Chopko (2010) estimate that as many as 12 to 35 percent 

of police officers may suffer from posttraumatic stress. While part of the definition of 

posttraumatic stress includes having experienced some event involving death or serious injury or 

the threat thereof, other research suggests police officers may exhibit signs of posttraumatic 

stress from factors related to work environment. In a study of New York and San Francisco area 
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police officers, Maguen et al (2007) found that work environment, not critical incidents, was 

most strongly associated with posttraumatic stress symptoms.     

 

Behavioral 

Substance Abuse 

     Studies show that police officers exacerbate the physical and emotional stress they experience 

by indulging in maladaptive coping behaviors. Cross and Ashley (2004) suggest that up to one-

quarter of law enforcement officers are alcohol dependent due to stress. An additional study of 

police officers in Australia found that nearly half consumed excessive amounts of alcohol and 

that almost 90 percent consumed alcohol to some extent. While the use of alcohol may be 

regarded as an accepted practice in the police subculture, Cross and Ashley (2004) acknowledge 

that the abuse of other drugs by police officers is also on the rise. The impact of alcohol and drug 

abuse by law enforcement officers is profound. A substance abuse problem is difficult for 

anyone, but when the person is a member of the law enforcement community, the troubles 

multiply. A substance abuse problem may prevent an officer from performing their duties. In 

addition, law enforcement officers who are involved in a documented incident involving 

substance abuse will most likely find themselves publicized in the media. This type of negative 

exposure erodes the trust and faith of the community in law enforcement. 

 

Spousal Abuse and Divorce 

     There is a wealth of research and a prevailing perception that suggests divorce rates among 

police officers are higher than those of the general population Gershon et al, 2008, Liberman et 

al, 2002). Despite this perception there are other researchers who maintain relatively little 

evidence exists to support this theory. In his research, Miller (2007) maintains police divorce 
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rates are about the same as the general population. McCoy and Aamodt (2010) note that based on 

2000 census data, there is little empirical evidence to support the notion of an elevated divorce 

rate among police officers. 

     Regardless of the debate surrounding actual divorce rates, there is general agreement that law 

enforcement families face unique challenges. Miller (2007) points to several qualities of police 

work that makes relationships outside of work difficult. One obvious impediment is the schedule 

and shift changes inherent in law enforcement. Police officers often work non-traditional hours 

and can be ordered to work overtime. Police officers often work on weekends and holidays, all of 

which can place a strain on families accustomed to consistent and predictable schedules. Miller 

(2007) also acknowledges the police culture can create problems within law enforcement 

families. The strong bonds formed between officers can cause spouses of police officers to feel 

left out or jealous of their partner’s work relationships.   

      Police stress can have more serious ramifications than divorce or relationship issues. In their 

study of Baltimore police officers, Gershon et al (2008) found a strong correlation between 

police stress and spousal abuse. Occurrences of domestic abuse involving police officers as the 

perpetrators are extremely serious. Police officers have ready access to weapons. Police officers 

are also trained in domestic abuse laws and may know the officers investigating any suspected 

incidents. These factors make domestic abuse incidents committed by police officers particularly 

serious.     

 

Suicide 

          Police officers are also at an increased risk of suicide. Studies by Violanti (2009) have 

shown that police officers in Buffalo, New York had a suicide risk nearly three times that of 

other municipal workers and a significantly higher risk than the general U.S. population. 
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Conversely, other studies have claimed that the notion that police officers commit suicide at a 

higher rate than the general population is a myth. Aamodt (2008) states that when one accounts 

for the demographics that make up the population of police officers, largely middle-age, 

Caucasian males, the rate of suicide is similar for police compared to other middle-age, 

Caucasian males. Other researchers maintain that police officers are indeed at an increased risk 

of suicide and point to the fact that police officers are in good physical and psychological shape 

when they are hired. When compared to all middle-age, Caucasian males including those who 

suffer from various physical and mental illnesses, a rate that is even close to that of the general 

population is reason for concern (Violanti, 2009). 

 

Departmental and Financial Costs 

     Not only does police officer stress affect the individual well-being of officers, there are 

departmental and financial costs as well. Many police officers are leaving law enforcement prior 

to retirement age. Waters and Ussery (2007) note that is remarkable that police officers begin 

their careers in generally excellent physical health only to retire early or die from job related 

stress. Of all police officer separations in 2003, only 29% were due to nonmedical retirements, 

while about half of the separations were due to resignations (U.S. Department of Justice). Only 

6% were listed as medical or disability retirements but Collins & Gibbs (2003) found that as 

many as 26% of medical retirements for law enforcement are due to psychological issues. It is 

important to note the facts surrounding the resignations are not specified, leading one to ponder 

the underlying causes of resignation.  

     Officers who use sick time due to stress related ailments, whether physical or psychological, 

may cause departments to incur overtime expenses. Officers who retire early or resign due to 

stress related issues impact departments in several ways. First there is the cost of training new 
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officers. According to a 2009 study by the Department of Justice, the cost of training one law 

enforcement recruit can range from $7,400 up to $52,700 although the average was around 

$16,000. Violanti (2010) claims that the total costs of training a new officer can climb as high as 

$160,000. 

    There is also the matter of police officer benefits paid out to officers who are no longer 

working. The disability claim process for police is often convoluted and complex. Walters 

(2007) points to instances where officers have been on leave with stress related disabilities for 

long periods of time or have used disability based retirements to avoid disciplinary hearings. 

Partially due to the current global economic situation, many municipalities are looking at public 

worker benefits as an area to cut costs. Since law enforcement personnel are reluctant to alter 

long term retirement benefits, many of which have been bargained for over years of negotiations, 

states and localities are promoting layoffs as a method to alleviate rising costs. 

     In the face of cost cutting measures, police officers are often being asked to do more with 

less. The result is a vicious cycle of police officers suffering from stress contributing to factors 

which may cause stress in other officers. Agencies may order police officers to cover shifts that 

were vacated when officers used sick time or are on extended leave due to stress related issues. 

Officers who work longer hours are more easily fatigued and may experience difficulty coping 

with the acute and routine stressors of police work. Increased work pressures can also contribute 

to issues with morale within the department (Vila, Morrison & Kenney, 2002).      

 

Efforts to Mitigate Police Officer Stress 
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     Law enforcement agencies have acknowledged the problem of police officer stress and have 

taken steps to mitigate its effects. Unfortunately, as Gaines and Kappeler (2008) have noted, 

these steps are usually focused on the individual officer and are reactive in nature. 

 

Employee Assistance Programs 

     Many departments provide access to programs which can assist officers dealing with the 

effects of police officer stress as part of an Employee Assistance Program or EAP. Some 

examples are drug and alcohol counseling as well as psychological counseling. Officers are 

increasingly given the option of seeking professional help or meeting with a fellow officer, who 

has received some training with regards to counseling, as part of a peer counseling program. 

    Waters and Ussery (2007) list several reasons why police officers may be hesitant to utilize 

counseling services available through EAPs. They point out there may be a lack of trust between 

officers and therapists. Police officers may believe that someone who is not part of the law 

enforcement community will not understand the particular issues involved in the vocation. Also, 

officers may not seek the assistance of counseling due to privacy concerns. Officers may be 

concerned about records being subpoenaed or being judged not fit for duty if they confide in a 

therapist. The skills acquired through a career in law enforcement do not easily transfer over to 

the outside world. Additionally, Waters and Ussery (2007) note that seeing a therapist may be 

viewed as a sign of weakness which is counter to the police officer stereotype of always being in 

control. A sample policy regarding an employee assistance program as well as a peer support 

program can be found in Appendix A.  

 

Early Intervention Systems 
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     An Early Intervention (EI) system is a data-based system designed to identify officers that are 

exhibiting performance problems and then provide interventions to correct those problems. Law 

enforcement managers select relevant criteria and then use an EI system program to track that 

particular data. Some categories that may be monitored are use of sick time, number of arrests, 

number of complaints, use of force incidents, etc. EI systems are designed to track performance 

data and identify trends that may indicate a particular officer is having problems. It is important 

to distinguish that EI systems are separate from discipline. EI systems are developed to identify 

officers having problems early on and then provide the necessary guidance or counseling to 

improve performance before discipline is necessary (Walker, 2010). 

     Despite the potential for police officers to be weary of EI systems, Walker (2010) reported 

that only 16 percent of law enforcement managers encountered serious opposition from police 

unions. It is easy to see why police officers may be reluctant to accept a data-based system that 

tracks performance issues of each officer. Walker (2010) noted that it was helpful to involve 

police unions in the planning and implementation of an EI system to alleviate officer fears. 

Macintyre, Prenzler and Chapman (2008) found that the EI system in the Australian state of 

Victoria reduced citizen complaints against the police and saved the department millions of 

dollars in processing and litigating complaints. The City of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police 

Department has authored a thorough policy regarding EISs. A copy of that policy is included in 

this paper as Appendix C.             

 

Critical Incident Debrief 

     Stinchcomb (2004) mentions agencies generally provide services for officers who are 

involved in a situation which is deemed a critical incident. While departmental policies differ, 

officers usually receive access to some form of psychological assistance in the form of a Critical 
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Incident Debrief (CID) or a one on one session with a therapist. Anderson et al (2002) supported 

the idea of debriefings immediately after critical incidents or at the end of the officer’s shift. 

They pointed to the fact that officers involved in critical incidents had elevated heart rates 

throughout the remainder of their shifts and a debriefing of some sort may normalize officer 

heart rates. 

     Comer (2007) points out that while research and testimonials for CIDs are often favorable, 

there are some concerns with their effectiveness. Comer (2007) cites studies of British soldiers 

during the Gulf War as well as burn victims that show no evidence of CIDs preventing or 

reducing stress reactions. Comer (2007) maintains that some debriefings may actually exacerbate 

symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder by encouraging victims to dwell on traumatic events 

or that counseling may suggest symptoms to victims. A sample critical incident policy from the 

City of Madison Police Department can be found in Appendix B.     

 

Health and Wellness Training  

     Officers are increasingly being trained in the importance of diet and exercise in the course of 

police stress programs. In their research, Milani and Lavie (2009) reported that exercise training 

reduced the effects of some high-risk behaviors such as hostility, depression and psychosocial 

stress by 50% to 70%. They also found that exercise training can decrease depressive symptoms 

as effectively as medication. According to the Department of Justice, most law enforcement 

agencies require applicants to complete some form of physical agility test to be considered for 

employment. Police departments ensure candidates are physically fit before they are hired but 

then seem to do little more than provide a workout room for their employees once they are hired. 

One example of an established fitness policy obtained from the City of Peoria PD is included as 

Appendix D in this paper. While the benefits of a healthy diet and regular exercise are widely 
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known, many police officers fall into a sedentary lifestyle. Training in diet and exercise is 

important but is another example of the individualistic focus of law enforcement agencies when 

struggling with the topic of police officer stress.  

     Stinchcomb (2004) suggests that there are three levels at which stress can be addressed. 

Primary prevention eliminates or reduces the sources of stress. Secondary intervention attempts 

to mitigate the consequences of stress. Finally, tertiary intervention consists of providing support 

for the officer experiencing stress. Most police agencies tend to react to the effects of police 

stress without addressing the root causes of stress. In addition to more than half of the officers in 

their study expressing a desire to leave policing, Collins and Gibbs (2003) found that the 

incidence of measurable stress-related mental ill-health had more than doubled during the 

previous 10 years. Clearly, something has to change.   

  



22 

 

SECTION III: THEORETICAL REVIEW 

 

     Stress, police stress in particular, continues to be the subject of extensive research. This paper 

discusses two theories which are relevant to the topic of police stress. The first theory is general 

strain theory. While general strain theory is most often associated with the causes of crime and 

delinquency, it is also applicable to stress in that it examines sources of strain. The second theory 

is an interactive perspective on stress which posits that stress is defined by the relationship 

between an individual and their environment, rather than simply one or the other. 

 

General Strain Theory 

 

         Classic strain theory focuses on why some individuals within a society are more likely to 

engage in criminal activities than others. Scholars such as Robert Merton maintained that some 

individuals, particularly those of the lower class, were often prevented from achieving success 

through legitimate means (Cullen & Agnew, 2003). The inability to achieve success creates 

frustration or strain within the individual and increases the likelihood of a deviant response. 

     In his general strain theory, Robert Agnew (1992), borrowing generously from psychological 

and stress literature, greatly broadens classic strain theory. Agnew (1992) argues that classic 

strain theory focuses too narrowly on only one type of negative relationship, that being 

relationships which prevent the individual from attaining positively valued goals. Agnew 

suggests that there are three categories of strain, each referring to a different type of negative 

relationship with others. 

     The first category is strain as the failure to achieve positively valued goals. Agnew (1992) 

notes this category of strain contains three types of strain, the first being the most similar to 
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classic strain theory. However, the other two types of strain in this category were new to strain 

theory as it pertained to criminology. 

     Agnew (1992) points out that classic strain theory argues that society encourages individuals 

to pursue monetary success and/or middle class status. Strain results when individuals, 

particularly those of the lower class, are prevented from achieving their goals. In classic strain 

theory, strain is measured by the disjunction between aspirations, ideal goals, and expectations, 

expected levels of goal achievement. Agnew (1992) asserts that there several valid criticisms of 

this theory. The one that is most pertinent to this paper is that classic strain theory neglects goals 

other than monetary success or middle class status.  

     Agnew (1992) maintains that it is important to make the distinction between the disjunction 

between expectations and aspirations and the disjunction between expectations and actual 

achievements. The expectations based on actual achievement are derived from an individual’s 

past experience and comparisons with other individuals. For this reason, Agnew (1992) suggests 

that the disjunction between expectations and actual achievements is more emotionally 

distressing than the disjunction between aspirations and achievements. Aspirations are ideal 

goals whereas expected achievements are based on previous experiences or observations. Failure 

to achieve such expectations can result in anger, resentment, rage, disappointment, 

dissatisfaction, unhappiness, etc. (Agnew, 1992).  

     Classic strain theory suggests that individuals are focused on the realization of some goal, 

most likely involving status or monetary gain. Agnew (1992) suggests that individuals may not 

necessarily enter into interactions with particular outcomes in mind, but rather with the 

expectation that certain rules be followed. Agnew (1992) proposes that individuals will compare 

the ratios of their outcomes and inputs to that of others. If the ratios are similar then the 
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outcomes are viewed as fair and just. If ratios are not equal, individuals will feel that the 

outcomes are not fair and distress will result. 

     Agnew (1992) further expands strain theory by submitting that strain involves more than the 

pursuit of positively valued goals, mainly money and status. A second type of strain is the 

removal or anticipated removal of positively valued stimuli from the individual. Agnew (1992) 

suggests that an individual may experience strain from preventing the loss of the stimuli, 

retrieving lost stimuli or obtaining a replacement, seeking revenge against those responsible for 

the loss or managing the negative effects of the loss. 

     As the third major source of strain in general strain theory, Agnew (1992) submits the 

introduction of negative stimuli may lead to aggression and other negative outcomes. Agnew 

(1992) cites many studies which show the wide range of what individuals perceive as negative 

stimuli and which have been linked to delinquency or aggression. Among the noxious stimuli 

that have been linked to negative outcomes are criminal victimization, negative relations with 

peers, a wide range of stressful life events, verbal threats or insults, physical pain, unpleasant 

odors, disgusting scenes and noise (Agnew, 1992). 

 

     Agnew (1992) acknowledges that the different categories of strain he proposes are ideal types 

and that it may be difficult to define a specific situation using just one of the categories. Agnew 

(1992) adds that each type of strain an individual experiences increases the likelihood of 

experiencing an assortment of negative emotions such as disappointment, depression, fear, or 

anger. Additionally, Agnew (1992) asserts chronic or repetitive exposure to strain creates a 

predisposition for deviance. Several explanations are given for this phenomenon. First, chronic 

exposure to strain taxes one’s ability to cope using nondelinquent strategies. Also, the threshold 
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for dealing with adversity may be lowered by chronic exposure to strain. Finally, individuals 

who experience repeated and chronic strain may develop a hostile attitude (Agnew, 1992). 

     Agnew (1992) recognizes that not all individuals who experience strain respond in a 

delinquent or negative manner. Agnew (1992) touches briefly on individual variables such as 

importance of values or goals, coping resources and access to social support. The social 

environment of the individual, which may influence beliefs, is also briefly mentioned as well as 

the influence of peers and associates (Agnew, 1992). 

 

Application of Strain Theory to Police Stress 

     Agnew’s (1992) general strain theory is presented as a theory to explain crime and 

delinquency but there are many relevant comparisons to police stress that can be made. Agnew 

(1992) references research on stress on several occasions so it is with relative ease that one can 

link the causes of strain in Agnew’s (1992) theory to the negative physical, psychological and 

behavioral outcomes of police stress. An examination of Agnew’s (1992) categories of strain 

reveals that just about all types of strain are present, if not common, in police work. 

     Organizational stressors in police work factor heavily into Agnew’s (1992) first category of 

strain, strain as the failure to achieve positively valued goals. Shane (2010) notes that law 

enforcement agencies tend to be constructed along bureaucratic lines, characterized by a 

hierarchical structure and excessive formality. This design creates an impersonal atmosphere and 

increases the social distance between ranks which leads to a decrease in organizational 

effectiveness. This type of structure can also create problems with internal communication which 

is necessary for feedback and decision-making (Shane, 2010). Within a bureaucratic organization 

such as a law enforcement agency, it is not difficult to see how officers, especially at the lower 
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levels, may feel strain by not feeling informed, not receiving a particular assignment, not 

knowing why another officer was chosen for a promotion, etc. 

       The removal of positively valued stimuli or the presentation of negative stimuli is also 

common in police work. The positive stimuli may assume different forms based on the 

individual officer. An officer may be bumped from a valued assignment by a more senior officer 

or an officer may be denied a desired training opportunity. A fellow officer killed in the line of 

duty would represent the extreme form of the removal of positively valued stimuli. The 

presentation of negative stimuli is another common form of strain experienced by police officers. 

Police officers routinely encounter unpleasant situations not often witnessed by average citizens. 

Negative interactions with the public, responding to a particularly disturbing incident or a policy 

change that is viewed negatively by the officer are all examples of negative stimuli. 

     In his general strain theory, Agnew (1992) offers a broad sociological explanation for the 

causes of strain. The causes of strain noted by Agnew (1992) form an important foundation not 

only in our understanding of deviant behavior but also in alternative negative reactions such as 

those associated with police officer stress.  

 

Interactive Approach to Stress 

 

     Agnew’s (1992) general strain theory broadens classic strain theory by considering additional 

sources of strain and recognizes that not all individuals respond to strain through deviant 

behaviors. The relationship between an individual and their environment is the focus of the 

interactive perspective to stress. 

     Shane (2010) echoes the sentiment of many other researchers when he notes there is debate 

among researchers on how to define stress. Part of the discussion centers on whether stress 
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should be defined from the individual perspective, the environmental perspective or both. For the 

purposes of this paper, the interactive theory, which takes into account both the individual 

perspective and the environmental perspective, is examined. Central to the interactive 

perspective is the work of Lazarus and Folkman who define stress as a “particular relationship 

between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding 

his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). 

This definition differs from previous biological definitions of stress which focused on the human 

body’s non-normal reactions to demands placed on it (Shane, 2010).  

     In the interactive perspective, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) focus on two processes, cognitive 

appraisal and coping, which act as mediators within the individual-environment relationship. As 

was mentioned earlier, when discussing stress reactivity, other researchers (Anderson et al, 2002; 

Anshel, 2000) have expounded on the interactive perspective as presented by Lazarus and 

Folkman. 

     The concept of cognitive appraisal is based on the notion that stress is dependent on the 

expectations of an individual with regard to the significance and outcome of a specific encounter. 

An individual’s appraisal of a situation are dependent on various personal factors, such as goals, 

values, expectancies, and situational factors such as predictability, controllability and imminence 

of a threatening event (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). These appraisals are partly responsible in 

explaining different responses from individuals to objectively similar environments. Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984) also suggest that specific patterns of appraisal lead to different kinds of stress, in 

particular, harm, threat and challenge.  

     Harm refers to loss that has already occurred. Harm appraisals are typical when an individual 

has suffered physically, psychologically, experienced disappointment, or lost something of value. 
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In law enforcement, harm appraisals may be made when an officer is inured, makes a mistake or 

is being reprimanded. 

     Threat refers to loss that is perceived to be imminent. Threat appraisals are common for law 

enforcement officers due to the inherent uncertainty in police work. Each incident to which an 

officer responds has the potential for violence or danger. Anshel (2000) notes threat appraisals 

are a necessary part of police work but are also highly stressful. Officers may make threat 

appraisals in a variety of situations where not all variables are known from responding to a 

domestic dispute or being called to deal with an emotionally disturbed person. 

     Challenge appraisals refer to events where an individual feels confident they can handle the 

situation. Challenge appraisals are an opportunity for individuals to grow from a stressful event. 

Anshel (2000) notes that through training, officers can increasingly use challenge appraisals 

when responding to situations as opposed to threat appraisals.  

     According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), coping consists of cognitive and behavioral 

efforts to overcome, tolerate or reduce internal demands and their conflicts. Coping actions can 

attempt to alter the individual-environment realities causing negative emotions or they can relate 

to internal mechanisms to attempt to reduce a negative emotional state. There is an abundance of 

scholarly work on different manners of coping and the means to classify them. For the purposes 

of this paper, coping will be discussed in terms of its effectiveness. There are effective coping 

strategies (adaptive) and ineffective coping strategies (maladaptive). Anshel (2000) suggests the 

lack of coping is also a coping strategy but adds that officers who do not utilize some form of 

coping strategy will more than likely remain stressed. 

     Evans, Coman, Stanley and Burrows (1993) define effective coping as “(a) the efficacy with 

which individuals deal who their emotional responses to stressors and act to resolve the stressors, 
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and (b) the cost of their effectiveness to the individual” (Evans et al, 1993, p. 238). Anshel 

(2000) develops the ideas set forth in the work of Lazarus and Workman (1984) by incorporating 

approach and avoidance coping into cognitive and behavioral coping, creating four subsets of 

coping.  

     Approach-behavioral coping consists of an individual interacting with the source of stress to 

control the situation. This type of coping occurs most often in situations which are regarded as 

high stress but controllable. Examples of this type of coping in law enforcement would be giving 

verbal orders to a suspect, physically restraining a suspect, drawing a firearm or making an arrest 

(Anshel, 2000). 

     Approach-cognitive coping consists of an individual’s thoughts that are intended to increase 

their abilities to deal with perceived stress. Some examples of this type of coping are mental 

rehearsal, psyching up, planning, analyzing or rationalizing (Anshel, 2000). Some police training 

programs have begun emphasizing mental rehearsal as an effective tool to prepare for stressful 

situations. Officers mentally rehearse situations so they may be more prepared when a similar 

incident presents itself. 

       Avoidance-behavioral coping involves an individual physically removing him or herself 

from a stressful circumstance. Depending on the situation, this type of coping strategy can be 

adaptive or maladaptive. Police officers may avoid a stressful situation by moving on to another 

task, avoiding a situation or individual or exercising (Anshel, 2000). 

     Avoidance –cognitive coping strategies are thoughts that serve to distract, ignore or mentally 

distance oneself from a stressful situation. Anshel (2000) mentions that one of the more common 

forms of avoidance –coping among police officers, other than rationalization and denial, is 

humor. While avoidance coping methods may help an officer for the short term, Anshel (2000) 



30 

 

suggests that they are not as effective as physically or cognitively addressing the source of the 

stress. 

     Numerous studies have shown that police officers too often utilize maladaptive coping 

strategies when dealing with stressful situations (Anderson et al, 2002; Anshel, 2000; Comer, 

2007; Gaines & Kappeler, 2008; Smith, 2007). Particularly of note is the use of alcohol among 

police officers to cope with stress. Anshel (2000) lists many negative outcomes associated with 

alcohol consumption including obesity, poor mood and emotional regulation, depression, chronic 

fatigue and poor work performance. Avoidance coping strategies, such as ignoring or removing 

oneself from a situation or physical isolation, can also be maladaptive based on the fact that they 

tend to avoid the source of stress (Anderson et al, 2002). 

 

Application of Interactive Theory to Police Stress 

     The major tenets contained in the interactive theory of stress have significant implications for 

the issue of police officer stress. The concept that stress results from the relationships between an 

individual and their environment provides a better understanding of the complexity of these 

interactions. This premise also underscores the need for a comprehensive response to police 

officer stress. Stress is not only the result of demanding or traumatic situations but also one’s 

perception and ability, or inability, to cope with that situation. 

     The interactive theory, with its emphasis on both the individual and the environment, can be 

used to guide efforts on combatting police officer stress. Several researchers have noted that 

attempts to mitigate the effects of police stress have focused on the individual in the form of 

counseling or training to mitigate the effects of stress (Anderson et al, 2002; Liberman et al, 

2002; Stinchcomb, 2004). While counseling and training are important resources for police 

officers, these remedies target the symptoms rather than sources of police officer stress. The 
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interactive theory would cause one to consider the environment in which law enforcement 

officers function when contemplating approaches to decrease police officer stress. 

     The interactive perspective also provides insight on the individualistic nature of stress 

reactivity. This portion of interactive theory would suggest that through training police officers 

may be able to alter their perception of certain demanding situations to alleviate stress. Officers 

who are able to perceive incidents as challenging rather than threatening are less prone to chronic 

anxiety (Anshel, 2000).  

     Additionally, interactive theory suggests that officers can be trained and counseled to select 

more adaptive coping mechanisms to deal with stress. Part of stress reactivity is the manner in 

which individuals adapt to the situations with which they are presented. Training that emphasizes 

positive, adaptive coping strategies will aid police officers in dealing with stress. 
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SECTION IV: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

     This paper has demonstrated the many challenges posed to individual police officers and law 

enforcement agencies because of stress. It is clear that programs designed to prevent, reduce and 

treat stress for law enforcement officers are absolutely necessary. The topic of this section is the 

development or expansion of a comprehensive program to prevent, reduce and treat law 

enforcement stress. 

 

Planning and Preparation 

 

     It is extremely important that careful planning and preparation be a part of any decision to 

develop or expand an existing program to prevent and treat police officer stress at the individual 

and organizational level. It is critical that the development of a stress program is a collaborative 

effort. Interested parties may include department administrators, rank and file officers, union 

representatives, family members of department personnel and mental health professionals among 

others. Some manner of committee with representatives from the aforementioned groups should 

be formed but there should also be a person in charge of the committee who has the final say in 

decisions (National Institute of Justice, 1997). 

     One of the first decisions to be made concerning a police stress program is to select the group 

who will be the beneficiaries of the program, the target population. Stress programs in law 

enforcement are not restricted solely to police officers but can include administrators, officers’ 

families, dispatchers or other civilian positions within the city. While credible arguments can be 

made for the inclusion of several groups, the NIJ (1997) found line officers were most often 

targeted for services because they were perceived as being exposed to the most stress. 
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     A task that should be completed in the very early stages of developing a stress program is 

conducting a needs assessment. Sullivan defines a needs assessment as “an evaluation of how 

extensive some problem is, what resources exist for meeting the problem, or whether some goods 

or services are needed by a particular group” (Sullivan, 1992, p. 21). Although the need for a 

program to prevent and treat police officer stress may seem obvious, there are several reasons to 

conduct a needs assessment. A needs assessment can reveal how widespread a stress related 

problem may be, identify particular issues that may be unique to the organization, distinguish 

which services officers use versus those they do not and disseminate information about the 

program (NIJ, 1997). There are many options for collecting data for the needs assessment, but 

the most practical for the purposes of this paper is a questionnaire distributed to the target 

population. A questionnaire is a type of survey which is provided to the respondent, either in 

person, or online, filled out then returned. A questionnaire for this stage of the program may 

contain questions that are related to sources of stress for officers, effects of stress, coping 

methods, etc.  

     During planning and preparation it is essential that the program goals and objectives are 

established for the stress program. While these terms sound similar, Rossi, Lipsey and Freeman 

(2004) argue there is a significant distinction. A program goal is usually broad in scope and 

relates to the overall aim of the program. The goal of a police stress program may be to reduce 

police stress. Program objectives, on the other hand, “identify the particular accomplishments 

presumed necessary to attain the program goals” (Rossi et al, 2004, p. 89). Objectives are more 

specific than goals and should be measurable in some manner. An example of a program 

objective for a police stress program may be to reduce the amount of absenteeism by a given 

percentage. Program objectives will vary from agency to agency but need to be well defined and 
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measurable not only give others a more precise idea of what the program is about, but also to aid 

in future evaluations of the program. 

     Taking into account the current economic climate, funding for a stress program becomes a 

vital issue. Planners must present realistic funding estimates to agency administrators and 

provide them with credible and convincing arguments of the benefits and cost-effectiveness of a 

stress prevention and reduction program for law enforcement officers. Planners should realize 

that they may have to seek additional sources of funding outside of their agency.  

     One of the final steps that should be taken is to determine what services should be selected to 

address the needs of the target population and who will provide those services. The types of 

services offered should correlate with the results of the needs assessment. Obviously, feasibility 

and financial constraints may dictate the types of services that are offered to the target 

population. There are several options as to who may provide the services for the stress program 

(NIJ, 1997). Agencies may choose to have an internal stress program that is operated by 

department employees. A second option is to contract with an individual or group of providers to 

provide services for the agency. Finally, a law enforcement agency may elect to choose some 

combination of both internal and external forms of service. 

     Finally, detailed written policies and procedures pertaining to the stress program should be 

established and disseminated to the agency. Policies and procedures should once again be a 

collaborative effort to ensure the needs of the target population and other involved are met. 

Written policies and procedures serve several functions such as providing information about the 

program, making individuals aware of the program and acting as a guideline to ensure officers 

know how to use the services available to them (NIJ, 1997).  
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     There are numerous barriers that threaten the development and maintenance of a law 

enforcement stress program. One issue may be a lack of awareness. Officers may not only be 

unaware of the stress program but of stress-related problems in general. Another barrier may be 

skepticism in the effectiveness of a stress prevention and reduction program. Officers may have 

their own ways of dealing with stress, both adaptive and maladaptive. Individuals considering 

using services provided by the stress program may fear being labeled as week or crazy by co-

workers. A major barrier to certain portions of a stress program is that of confidentiality. Many 

potential users may be confused as to what is confidential and what is not. Confidentiality laws 

vary from state to state so it is critical that officers are well-informed as to how those laws affect 

discussions that are part of a stress program. 

     There are also potential legal issues arising from health and wellness programs to reduce and 

eliminate stress for police officers. According to Mello and Rosenthal (2008), there are many 

state and federal laws that may applicable to employer health and welfare programs including the 

Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) of 1996, Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) 1990 and various state antidiscrimination laws. Mello and Rosenthal 

(2008) make several recommendations for designing a health and wellness program such as 

limiting incentives to modest rewards which are activity based and stressing the voluntaries of 

the program. 

 

Components of a Police Stress Program 

 

     Due to the many variables and unique characteristics inherent in each law enforcement 

agency, no single model of a police stress program will be suitable for every department. The 

programs or services proposed in this section are intended to act as a guide in establishing or 
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expanding a comprehensive police stress program. Referring once again to Stinchcomb’s (2004) 

stress prevention hierarchy, it is vital that stress be addressed at all three levels, primary, 

secondary and tertiary. While programs and services focused on the individual officer are 

absolutely necessary, the sources of police stress, particularly organizational stressors, must also 

be confronted.  

 

Organizational Change 

     Numerous studies have shown that organizational stressors are a major source of strain for 

police officers (Collins & Gibbs, 2003; Gershon et al, 2009; Liberman et al, 2002; Stinchcomb, 

2004; Toch, 2002). Despite this information, Stinchcomb (2004) argues that few agencies are 

practicing primary prevention strategies which would target sources of stress. Instead, law 

enforcement agencies focus on helping the individual officer cope with the effects and symptoms 

of stress.  

     Stinchcomb (2004) outlines a three step process for developing a primary stress prevention 

strategy. The first step is commitment. Administrators of law enforcement agencies must 

recognize the role police agencies play in creating stress and commit to do something about it. 

This step involves identifying and addressing actual sources of chronic organizational stress to 

move beyond individual-focused strategies.  

     The second step is participation. Administrators must be actively involved with all ranks in 

order to identify chronic organizational stressors. This inclusive style of management not only is 

likely to produce broader input, it also sends a message that department managers are concerned 

about their officers and value their opinion. The final step is action. Strategies should be 

developed and implemented to address the sources of chronic organizational stress have been 

identified (Stinchcomb, 2004). 
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     There are several examples of law enforcement agencies taking systematic steps to reduce 

organizational stress. The National Institute of Justice (1997) uses the experiences of Los 

Angeles and Palo Alto among others to illustrate some options available for departments. After 

several high-profile negative events, the LAPD created the position of director of organizational 

development. This position was implemented to facilitate the health and welfare of the 

organization as a whole. The Palo Alto Police Department incurred several stress related 

retirements and hired a consulting firm to conduct an organizational analysis of departmental 

stress. 

     Organizational changes can occur in several forms but most deal with the relationships 

between management and officers. Stinchcomb (2004) recommends several areas where the 

relationship between officers and supervisors can be improved to reduce stress. Administrators 

and supervisors should receive training in effective management techniques. Also, supervisors 

need to actively listen to officers and foster an environment of participation. Management 

authority should become more decentralized with officers being empowered and involved in 

decision making processes. One example of empowering officers is the formation of an officer 

advisory committee which meets regularly with command staff to discuss particular issues that 

may arise. Finally, administrators need to improve communication as well as disciplinary 

practices to provide an increased level of feedback and administrative support. Changes such as 

these would go a long way toward changing the perception of law enforcement agencies being 

overly inflexible, bureaucratic and hierarchical paramilitary organizations. 

     Another method of alleviating organizational stress is by modifying the rotating work shift 

schedule. Several researchers have cited shift work as a frequent source of stress among police 

officers (Gaines & Kappeler, 2008; Violanti, 1986). The Michigan State Police used to change 
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shifts every seven days. As a result of the frequent shift rotation there were constant complaints 

regarding fatigue and eating disorders among other problems. After some consultation, the 

department decided to allow the troopers to determine the frequency of their shift rotation (NIJ, 

1997). 

 

Training 

     Police officers are going to experience stress. It is impossible to eliminate all sources of stress 

that the members of law enforcement will encounter. Police agencies can take a more proactive 

role in training new and veteran officers how manage stress. Stress training should begin at the 

academy level. New officers should be made aware of the sources of stress that are inherent in 

the law enforcement profession. Agencies should provide new recruits with access to mentors, 

veteran officers who can advise recruits when they have questions they may not feel comfortable 

presenting to training staff. Recruits should also be trained in positive coping skills and receive 

blocks of instruction on beneficial stress management techniques. Training should also include 

information as to the resources available to officers within the department. 

     Continuing stress training should be the subject of in-service trainings provided to veteran 

officers. Even experienced officers can benefit from training as to the negative effects of stress 

and positive ways to cope. The availability of resources available to officers should also be 

covered in in-service trainings. 

     Training at the academy level and for veteran officers should be designed to help officers 

increase their comfort level in dealing with calls for service. Anshel (2000) noted when officers 

view a situation as challenging rather than threatening it can be a positive experience. Realistic, 

scenario-based training allows officers to experience situations and produce positive outcomes.    
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Employee Assistance Programs 

     EAPs are valuable resource for officers in need of some form of intervention. EAPs generally 

provide counseling in response to a wide range of issues to officers, their families and others 

depending on the design of the particular program. EAPs, along with other stress programs, may 

be structured in such a way to suit the individual needs of the law enforcement agency. 

Organizations may choose an in-house option, an external option or the combination of the two. 

The in-house option usually consists of a special unit within the police agency. The major 

advantage of an in-house based EAP is the familiarity with law enforcement issues and with the 

officers. Some disadvantages are cost and the possibility the EAP could be viewed as an 

extension of management causing officers to be hesitant about utilizing services. The external 

option involves the police agency contracting providers for services. The advantages of an 

external program are the cost and the disconnect from police management. The disadvantages are 

awareness of officers as to the services offered and the tendency for an external option to be less 

stable and vulnerable to budget cuts. 

     Most EAPs do not fit entirely into either the in-house or external model. The hybrid model 

allows individual agencies to tailor their EAP to suit their unique circumstances. The City of 

Madison, Wisconsin utilizes the hybrid model. Madison utilizes an EAP coordinator who is an 

employee of the city but not a law enforcement officer. Officers may voluntarily set up an 

appointment with the coordinator or be referred by a supervisor or co-worker. It is the officer’s 

option to accept or deny a referral. It is also the officer’s option to seek assistance from the EAP 

coordinator, a peer support officer or an external firm with which the city contracts. The City of 

Madison Police Department policy concerning the Employee Assistance Program is included in 

this paper as Appendix A.  
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     One option for officers seeking assistance within an EAP is a peer support officer. Peer 

support officers receive specialized training and act as a source of help for officers who may 

distrust mental health professionals or the organization. While peer support officers cannot 

provide the level of support that mental health professionals can provide, they are trained to 

assess and can make referrals for officers to seek professional help. Peer supporters also have the 

advantage of often being more accessible to fellow officers than human resource staff or mental 

health professionals. While there are many advantages to a peer support program there are some 

issues that can arise. Peer support officers should be chosen carefully as a breach of trust or 

confidentiality can sabotage an entire program. Also, the relationship between an officer and a 

peer support officer is not considered privileged which allows courts or even police supervisors 

to enquire as to what was discussed. The City of Madison policy regarding peer support officers 

is included in Appendix A. 

     Another component of an employee assistance program is a critical incident debrief. After an 

officer has experienced an incident which is determined to be critical, they may elect to receive 

specialized services designed to help them process and recover from the incident. There are 

many definitions for critical incident. Chopko’s (2010) suggestion is that a critical incident is 

simply an event that has the potential to overwhelm one’s ability to cope. Although relatively 

rare for the average police officer, there are many situations that could be deemed critical. As 

previously mentioned, critical incident debriefings are generally viewed as positive steps to assist 

officers cope with a stressful episode but further research should still be conducted on their 

effectiveness (Comer, 2007). The City of Madison Police Department policy pertaining to 

responding to critical incidents is included in this paper as Appendix B. 
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     Law enforcement agencies should elect to institute an Early Intervention System (EIS). An 

EIS program may be part of an EAP or a separate entity. This data based tool provides 

management an opportunity to identify and address potential problems with officers. By 

selecting certain measurable variables, such as critical incidents, citizen complaints, professional 

standards complaints, injuries, squad accidents, sick time usage, etc. supervisors are able to 

identify issues with officers and address them in a timely manner before disciplinary action is 

necessary. There are many benefits to an EIS such as reducing the number of officer complaints, 

addressing issues proactively before discipline is necessary and saving the department money in 

potential litigation costs due to lawsuits and disability hearings (Macintyre, Prenzler and 

Chapman, 2008). An excellent example of an EIS policy guide was obtained from the Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Police Department and is included as Appendix C. 

 

Fitness and Wellness Programs 

     Law enforcement agencies must promote a total health and wellness program that 

incorporates regular exercise, good nutrition, weight management and substance abuse 

prevention. It would appear that police officers are in dire need of wellness programs. According 

to Quigley (2008), when compared to the general population, police officers fitness levels are 

below average in several categories such as aerobic fitness, body fat and abdominal strength. 

Quigley (2008) also notes that police officers have elevated risk factors associated with heart 

attacks. Using a scale based on risk factors, an average risk being 1.0, an inactive police officer 

increases his risk to 2.2 times than the average. A second risk factor increases the risk factor to 

6.6 times. A study cited by Quigley (2008) found that almost half of the officers of a major 

metropolitan police department had at least 3 of the five major risk factors. 
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     Programs that promote physical fitness and health benefit the individual officers as well as the 

agency. Officers benefit from being better able to perform work activities and reduced stress 

levels (Milani & Lavie, 2009). Agencies benefit both in efficiency and fiscally. Quigley (2008) 

cites a study conducted in North Carolina pertaining to the implementation of fitness programs. 

Seven pilot agencies participated in the study which reported a 25 percent increase in 

productivity due to reduced absenteeism, reduced turnover and reduced worker’s compensation 

claims. Law enforcement agencies can also save money through insurance costs. Mello and 

Rosenthal (2008) reported that 66% of insurance agencies in 2007 were somewhat or very likely 

to provide incentives for health-enhancing behaviors.   

     Many police agencies require physical standards of their recruits but then only recommend 

officers to participate in some form of physical activity. Other agencies take a more proactive 

approach to encourage officers to make healthy lifestyle choices. Some agencies provide special 

pins to officers who reach specific fitness goals. Other agencies, such as Peoria PD in Arizona 

reward officers with time off for meeting certain fitness standards. By awarding time off when 

there are extra officers working, agencies can avoid incurring costs associated with overtime 

which is increasingly important in our current economic climate. The policy regarding Peoria 

PD’s fitness program is included as Appendix D. 

 

Conclusion 

 

     The widespread consequences of stress adversely impact both individual police officers and 

law enforcement agencies. Stress has been linked to numerous negative physical, psychological 

and behavioral outcomes among police officers (Anderson et al, 2002; Anshel, 2000; Gershon et 

al, 2009; Liberman et al, 2002; Stinchcomb, 2004; Toch, 2002). Numerous studies have shown 
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that police officers have higher rates of heart disease and diabetes than the general population 

Gaines & Kappeler, 2008). Police officers abuse alcohol and other drugs at surprisingly high 

levels, especially considering their position of trust within society (Cross & Ashley, 2004). 

Police officers die earlier than the general population and are much more likely to die from their 

own hand then from a violent attacker (Violanti, 2009). The end result is police officers who 

cannot function to the best of their abilities and are prone to a number of negative outcomes.  

     The heavy toll of police officer stress is carried by agencies and tax payers as well. Local 

governments spend millions of dollars on early disability retirements, worker’s compensation 

claims, training costs and overtime expenditures associated to police officer stress (Walters, 

2007). The officers left behind may be forced to work excessive overtime and assume more 

responsibilities while departments hire and train replacements which can lead to increased officer 

stress and reduced morale. 

     Stress has been defined as the relationship between an individual and their environment, 

particularly when there is an imbalance between demands and resources. There are many sources 

of stress in law enforcement from the uncertainty associated with responding to a call to 

relationships with supervisors. In addition to the countless causes of stress, each individual 

officer has their own threshold or level of stress reactivity which ensures that each officer will 

react differently in similar circumstances. 

     In order to address the issue of police officer stress a more comprehensive approach must be 

adopted. Law enforcement agencies have largely focused on reactive, individual-based strategies 

for combatting police officer stress such as counseling or training in coping techniques. While 

these strategies are necessary they often do not address the root causes of police officer stress. It 

is increasingly being demonstrated that police officer stress is not generated by the critical 
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incidents that are so often highlighted in the media, but by mundane, organizational stressors 

(Collins & Gibbs, 2003; Gershon et al, 2009; Liberman et al, 2002; Stinchcomb, 2004; Toch, 

2002). Therefore, a more comprehensive stress reduction and prevention program that combines 

the individual-based strategies with addressing the organizational issues that police officers find 

problematic is absolutely necessary.      
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APPENDIX A- Sample Employee Assistance Program 

 

 
MADISON POLICE DEPARTMENT POLICY      5-400 
 

5-400 EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (EAP) 
 

The City of Madison is responsible for carrying out varied and complex programs, 

policies and missions. The City’s key resource in meeting this responsibility is its 

employees. The City is therefore concerned about problems that employees 

experience which may interfere with their job performance and/or jeopardize their 

ability to effectively carry out their job responsibilities. 

 

It is the policy of the City of Madison at all levels and locations to maintain and 

promote an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) that will help employees and their 

family members/significant others deal with personal, behavioral, or medical 

problems. 

 

CITY EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (EAP) PROCEDURE 
 

The Employee Assistance Program utilizes a full-time Coordinator and an internal 

network of employees, designated as Peer Support Officers who are nominated and 

receive special training. The program also contracts with an external EAP Provider 

giving employees or family members the option of being served internally or 

externally. 

 

An employee or family member wishing to utilize the EAP has the following options: 

 

1. Contact the City of Madison EAP Coordinator – The City EAP Coordinator 

provides direct services to city employees and their families. In addition, the 

City EAP Coordinator is responsible for joint oversight of the MPD Peer 

Support Program. 

 

2. Contact an MPD Peer Support Officer (PSO) – Peer Support Officers have 

received specific training to be a resource for those seeking assistance with 

personal and work-related stress. 

 

      3.   Contact the City’s external EAP Provider – The external EAP Provider is a 

       private EAP firm with which the City contracts for employees and families 

       who wish to be assisted by a service outside of the City’s program. 

 

EAP GENERAL GUIDELINES 
 

1.        It will be the option of the employee to accept or reject referral for diagnosis 
             or professional treatment. The department encourages employees to seek help 

               on their own initiative. 

 

2.  The fact that an employee accepts, rejects, or fails to respond to treatment for 
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alcoholism, drug dependency or personal behavioral/medical problems will 

not diminish the employee’s responsibility to meet required job performance 

standards. 

 

3.  Implementation of this policy will not require, nor result in, any special 

regulations, privileges or exemptions from administrative practices applicable 

to job performance requirements, nor, shall there be an inconsistency with 

labor agreements. 

 

4.  Management and supervisory personnel will follow procedures which assure 

employees that job security or promotional opportunities will not be 

jeopardized by a request and/or referral for diagnosis and treatment. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY GUIDELINES 
 

All contacts with the City EAP Coordinator, Peer Support Officers, and external EAP 

Provider shall remain strictly confidential unless: 

 

1.  Prior written consent is obtained from the employee using the City EAP 
Coordinator, or the external EAP Provider, that specifies exactly what 

information may be disclosed, to whom, and for what purpose. 

 

2.       An unexplained, unusual, or suspicious death 
 

3.       A case of suspected child neglect or abuse 

 

4.       A threat to one’s own life or safety, or that of another 

 

5.       A report of committing, having committed, or threat to commit a crime 

 

6.       A threat to public health or safety 

 

7.  A report or information required to be reported by police per S.S. 968.075 

(WI Domestic Abuse Law) 

 

Peer Support Officers are not afforded the same legal privilege regarding 

confidentiality that the City EAP Coordinator and external EAP Providers receive. 

There is no guarantee that a court, whether civil or criminal, will not under some 

circumstances be able to order either the individual seeking assistance through the 

Peer Support Program, or a Peer Support Officer to whom the individual spoke, to 

disclose any conversations which may have taken place, unless the Peer Support 

Officer has a confidentiality privilege under Chapter 905 of the Wis. Stats. (Clergy, 

etc.). 

 

EAP REFERRAL OPTIONS 
 
Alcoholism, drug dependency and personal/emotional problems may become 

progressively more serious and uncontrollable, and this process often culminates in a 
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person becoming involved in a crisis situation resulting in a disciplinary action, 

dismissal, criminal prosecution, hospitalization, or even death. The Department 

recognizes that this process may be interrupted and reversed with effective 

intervention and treatment. 

 

Often persons affected will be unaware or deny the extent of the problem, and they 

will not be motivated to seek help. It is an employee’s best interest that positive or 

aggressive steps are taken to intervene before the situation deteriorates to the crisis 

point and that coworkers and supervisors intervene prior to that time whenever 

possible. 

 

There are three types of referrals to the EAP: 

 

1.  SELF-REFERRAL: Employees with personal problems are encouraged to 

seek help on their own initiative before health or job performance is affected. 

They can discuss their problems with the City EAP Coordinator, a facilitator 

of their choice (including the department Peer Support Officers) or the 

external EAP provider. The EAP will assist the employee in contacting 

his/her health care provider or in contacting appropriate community resources 

to provide service for that type of problem. The EAP will also follow up with 

employees to make certain they gain access to needed services. 

 

2.  SUPERVISORY: Whenever an employee with an established record of 

acceptable work evidences a pattern of inconsistent or deteriorating job 

performance that fails to respond to supervisory input (e.g., verbal 

instructions, written job instructions, discussion of job performance), the 

supervisor should encourage the employee to contact the City EAP 

Coordinator, one of the Peer Support Officers, or the External EAP provider. 

 

3.  CO-WORKER: When an employee believes that a co-worker is 

experiencing one of these problems, but is not seeking treatment or is denying 

the problem, the employee should attempt to intervene by expressing concern 

in a caring manner and by making an informal referral to the EAP, the Peer 

Support Program, or other treatment sources. The employee may also contact 

the City’s EAP Coordinator who will discuss available options. 

 

MPD PEER SUPPORT PROGRAM 
 

The purpose of the Peer Support Program is to provide a core group of personnel who 

are trained to provide support, information and referral to employees and family 

members who are seeking assistance whether it is related to a critical incident, day-today 

work stress or personal life stress. 

 

PROGRAM STRUCTURE 
 

Oversight of the Peer Support Program will be the responsibility of the Captain of 

Personnel and Training and a designated Program Supervisor at the rank of 

Lieutenant. 

 



53 

 

Role of Program Supervisor (Lieutenant) 
 
1.  Work with the City EAP Coordinator to facilitate program use and assure 

adherence to program guidelines. 

 

2. Responsible for supervision of Peer Support Officers (PSO) and overall 

program implementation and utilization. 

 

3.  Work with the City EAP Coordinator to provide ongoing training for Peer 

Support Officers, as well as other department training on EAP/CISM 

programs. 

 

4.  Coordinate regular meetings and share information with Peer Support 

Officers. 

 

Role of Peer Support Officer 
 
1.       To serve as a peer support person for employees and their families seeking 

information on EAP resources for issues such as work or personal stress, 

emotional stress, addictions, financial stress, relationship difficulties, and 

family concerns. 

 

2.       Peer Support Officers will not provide therapy or counseling but will act as a 

referral person to available resources. 

 

3.  Peer Support Officers will coordinate group critical incident 

defusings/debriefings by working with the responding CISM provider to 

assess specific intervention needs. 

 

4. Make follow up contacts with affected officers at intervals to be determined 

by the mental health provider. 

 

SUPERVISORY RESPONSIBILITY 
 

All supervisory personnel will fulfill their responsibilities by: 

 

1.   Focusing on job performance, not personal problems. Employees may choose 

to discuss personal problems with a supervisor, which is acceptable, however, 

it is not the responsibility of the supervisor to act in a diagnostic role. 

 

2.  Documenting specific instances where an employee’s work performance, 

behavior, or attendance fails to meet acceptable levels or is deteriorating. 

 

3.  Planning and conducting all appropriate supervisory interventions when there 

is a job performance problem; (supervisory intervention may include job 

counseling, retraining or disciplinary action); 

 

4.  Explaining the City EAP when counseling or disciplining an employee for 

poor job performance. 
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5. Recognizing when an employee has a continuing work performance problem, 

conducting an interview with the employee, focusing on poor work 

performance (have specific documentation, including dates, times, places and 

specific employee behavior). Lengthy discussions about personal or family 

problems should be avoided. 

 

6.  Recommending the City EAP to deal with possible personal problems that 

may be causing poor work performance. 

 

7.  Continuing to monitor and document the employee’s job performance until 

the job performance problem ceases. 

 

8.  Continuing to document the specific unacceptable work performance or 

behavior. 

 

RECORDKEEPING 
 

1.  City records of supervisory referrals and actions taken under this program 

will be maintained in strictest confidence. 

 

2.  No records shall be maintained when employees refer themselves; only 

anonymous information for statistical evaluation will be recorded. 

 

3. No reference to any EAP records will be placed in an employee’s personnel 

file, except as it applies to specific charges leading to disciplinary or 

corrective actions. 

 

4.  Discussion or speculation about an employee’s personal problems violates 

EAP confidentiality requirements, and is prohibited. 

 

5.  Peer Support Officers who are EAP referral facilitators must, in good faith, 

follow all EAP guidelines and may deviate from them only when they are in 

conflict with applicable city ordinance, state statute and/or departmental 

policy. Prior to any deviation, contact with the EAP Program Coordinator 

shall be attempted. 
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APPENDIX B- Sample Critical Incident Response Policy 

 

MADISON POLICE DEPARTMENT POLICY      5-200 
 

5-200 CRITICAL INCIDENT RESPONSE 
 

The department recognizes that even though stress is inherent in policing, 

occasionally employees become involved in incidents, which place them under such 

great emotional strain, that characteristic symptoms of psychological distress may 

develop. 

 

Members of the department react differently to the same situation. All members play 

an important role in recognizing such events and insuring that the procedures outlined 

herein are followed for the welfare of their fellow employees. 

 

DEFINITIONS 
 

Assessment - A review of the circumstances of a critical incident, officer 

involvement and subsequent support needs to determine appropriate response and 

follow-up. 

 

Defusing - An initial small group response to a critical incident that is often 

conducted within 12 hours of a crisis event by the CISM provider and a Peer Support 

Officer when available. Defusing is designed to provide an initial forum for 

ventilation and information exchange. It provides an opportunity for assessment and 

is sometimes followed by a Critical Incident Stress Debriefing. 

 

Debriefing (CISD) - A structured, group crisis intervention facilitated by a mental 

health professional (CISM Provider) to facilitate psychological closure and 

reconstruction. It is a group discussion where participants are encouraged to discuss 

the critical incident and their reactions to the incident. Suggestions are provided for 

coping and stress management. Peer support is welcomed and encouraged, when 

appropriate. 

 

CISM Provider - A select group of mental health professionals that are contracted 

with to provide Critical Incident Stress Management services in response to critical 

incidents. These services may include, but not be limited to, assessment, defusing, 

debriefing, follow up and outreach to affected family members/significant others. 

 

Peer Support Officer (PSO) - A Madison Police Officer that has been selected by 

his/her peers to be available as a resource for other Officers. The PSO is trained to 

provide assistance to co-workers through listening, understanding and providing 

appropriate referrals when necessary. In addition, PSO’s will serve as the first point 

of contact for the OIC when a critical incident has occurred. Upon notification, the 

PSO reviews the incident, coordinates contact between the involved employees and 

the responding CISM provider, and makes arrangements for follow up as appropriate. 
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GUIDELINES FOR DETERMINING A CRITICAL INCIDENT 

 
A critical incident is a situation faced by personnel that causes them to experience 

unusually strong emotional reactions that have the potential to interfere with ability to 

function either at the scene or later. A situation does not have to be a major disaster to 

be classified as a critical incident. 

 

The following are examples of critical incidents: 

 

1.  The serious injury or death of any Madison Police personnel in the line of 

duty. 

 

2.  The serious injury or death of a member(s) of the public while an employee(s) 

is performing regular duties or functions. Special attention should be given to 

incidents that involve a child(ren), a family member, friend, neighbor, or 

where an association to these can occur. 

 

3.  A suicide or homicide of an employee. 

 

4.  Any incident in which there is unusual media coverage. 

 

5.  Any incident that can be considered a serious physical or psychological threat 

to an employee in the line of duty. 

 

6.  Loss of life that follows extraordinary and prolonged expenditures of physical 

and emotional energy in a rescue attempt. 

 

7.  A series of incidents that may have cumulative effects. 

 

8.  An incident in which the circumstances are so unusual or so distressing as to 

produce immediate or delayed emotional reactions that surpasses normal 

coping mechanisms. 

 

CHARACTERISTIC SYMPTOMS FOLLOWING A CRITICAL INCIDENT MAY INCLUDE: 
 

1.       Being unable to talk about the event and the feelings associated with it. 

 

2.         Feeling detached and withdrawn - keeping emotional distance from family 

and friends. 

 

2.       Avoiding recreational or work activities that are reminders of the incident. 

 

4.  Experiencing recurring and intruding memories and feelings about the 

incident. This may occur during sleep. 

 

5.  Feeling preoccupied and experiencing impaired memory and concentration, 

and having difficulty completing tasks. 
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6.  Feeling hyper-alert, startling easily, having difficulty sleeping. 
 

While these symptoms are characteristic of several emotional disorders, their 

development after a psychologically traumatic event represent a fairly common and 

normal response. Involvement in a critical incident requires some adjustment by all persons, 

and the development of the symptoms in no way indicates weakness or mental illness in an 

employee. If, however, an employee suppresses, denies, or in any other way fails to 

work through the normal psychological pain associated with a stress reaction, the 

potential for development of a serious emotional disorder exists. 

 

PROCEDURAL GUIDELINES 
 

To assist personnel in adjusting to a critical incident, the department has developed 

the following procedure: 

 

1.  Any department member recognizing an employee’s involvement in a 

potential critical incident shall immediately inform the Officer-in-Charge if 

the event has occurred during the shift, a Peer Support Officer, or the Peer 

Support Program Supervisor. The OIC shall review the facts surrounding the 

event and make a determination as to whether it falls within the guidelines of 

a critical incident. In addition, the OIC should evaluate if there are known 

aspects about the involved employee’s life experience that could adversely 

compound the employee’s reaction such as: 

 

a. Recent exposure to a similar situation. 

 

b. Recent death of a family member. 

 

c.  Family member who sustained serious injury as a result of similar 

incident. 

 

d.  The victim of the critical incident is personally known to the 

employee. 

 

2.  If the OIC determines that the incident falls within the definition of a critical 

incident, the OIC shall immediately notify an on-duty Peer Support Officer, 

and/or the Peer Support Program Supervisor and the Command Staff of the 

involved employee(s) or the District where the incident occurred in the case 

of multiple District employees. 

 

The OIC shall give the PSO or Program Supervisor pertinent information to 

include case number, time the event occurred, employees involved and each 

of their roles in the incident and the nature of the incident. 

 

When the critical incident has occurred during the shift, and a PSO or 

Program Supervisor is not immediately available, the OIC or Commander 

may contact the Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) provider 

directly. In some cases, the PSP Supervisor may contact a Peer Support 
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Officer to respond in to coordinate contact between the involved employees 

and the responding CISM provider. If a Peer Support Officer is not available, 

the OIC, Commander, and/or PSP Supervisor will designate a supervisor or 

other officer outside the Peer Support Program to coordinate this contact. 

Coordination of contact shall include determining the location for the 

defusing, ensuring involved officers respond to the defusing, and assisting the 

CISM provider as needed. 

 

3.  The PSO/PSP Supervisor, upon notification of a critical incident, shall review 

the circumstances and contact the CISM provider. The PSO shall respond to 

coordinate the contact between the involved employees and the responding 

CISM provider. 

 

The PSO/PSP Supervisor shall coordinate, as needed, with the CISM provider 

to provide additional debriefings or follow up for involved employees or their 

families. 

 

4.  Employees with significant involvement in a critical incident are mandated to 

take part in one defusing or assessment. A defusing may take place in the 

same shift as the incident or an assessment may be scheduled at later time. 

 

5. Subsequent to a critical incident, the OIC may authorize administrative leave 

for involved employees for the remainder of that work shift. The granting of 

any additional administrative leave shall be in accordance with Policy 5-600 

Temporary Administrative Leave. 

 

6. Employees may experience a reaction due to involvement in a critical 

incident that does not come to the attention of a Commander or OIC. In cases 

such as this, it shall be the responsibility of the involved employee to contact 

the Employee Assistance Program, Peer Support Supervisor or a Peer Support 

Officer to discuss a confidential referral. 

 

7.  All individual referrals and the content of a defusing or debriefing session 

shall remain strictly confidential. The only exception is when, under 

extraordinary circumstances, an employee is believed to be an imminent 

threat to the safety of him/herself or others 

 

 

  



59 

 

Appendix C- Sample Early Intervention System Policy 

 

 

 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department 

 
 

I. PURPOSE 

 

The Early Intervention System (EIS) was developed to help assess and evaluate 

employee performance and quickly address any identified concerns, before 

disciplinary action is necessary. 

 

The EIS will provide or perform the following: 

 

A. Establish concise performance measures that may indicate a work   

performance concern or place an employee, the Department or the 

public at risk. 

 

B. Provide an accurate record of the frequency of events measured by EIS for any 

      given employee. 

 

C.  Identify, through the use of established thresholds, specific areas of employee 

performance that need supervisor assessment and potential intervention. 

 

D.  Assist supervisory staff in developing fair, appropriate and timely interventions or 

post-intervention evaluations for any employee as needed. 

 

II. POLICY 

 

A. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department’s Early Intervention System shall 

provide accurate and accessible accounts of an employee’s performance record 

The, allowing both the employee and supervisory staff the ability to quickly 

identify areas of risk or concern and initiate appropriate non-disciplinary 

assistance as needed to improve performance. 

 

B.  All Early Intervention records are considered a part of the permanent personnel 

record of an employee and shall be provided all confidentiality associated with 

personnel records under law. 

 

C.  Early Intervention records will be purged from the system after five years from 

the date of the system alert. 
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III. DEFINITIONS 

 

A.  Alert: Notification that a threshold has been met. 

 

B.  EIS Coordinator: Person who oversees operation and maintenance of the EIS, and 

who coordinates activities for the EIS Management Committee. 

 

C.  Intervention: A course of action designed to improve employee performance. 

 

D.  Post-Intervention Assessment: A process to determine if an intervention strategy 

corrected the concern that prompted an initial intervention. 

 

E.  Chain of Command: For the purpose of this operating procedure, the chain of 

command is defined as an employee’s immediate and next two higher ranking 

CMPD supervisors. 

 

F.  Performance Indicator: An identifiable event where there is an increased risk to 

the employee, department and/or public. 

 

G.  Supervisor Assessment: The immediate supervisor’s review of events associated 

with an alert, to develop a clear and balanced understanding of employee 

performance. 

 

H.  Threshold: The number of performance indicator events that trigger an alert. 

 

IV. SYSTEM DESCRIPTION 

 

A. Performance Indicators 

 

The following Performance Indicators have been incorporated into the EIS as areas of 

risk to the employee or department: 

 

1.  Discretionary Arrests 

 

The EIS will assess these categories of arrest when they occur in the 

absence of another non-discretionary charge (eg. Larceny, Possession of 

drugs or paraphernalia; a charge supported with tangible evidence.) 

associated with the arrest. The following offenses are discretionary arrests 

assessed by the EIS: 

 

a.  Intoxicated and Disruptive in Public 

b.  Disorderly Conduct 

c.  Resist/Obstruct/Delay an Officer 

d.  Assault on a Law Enforcement Officer 
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2.      Incidents Requiring a Supervisory Investigation: 

 

         a.  Uses of Force 

 b.  Vehicle Pursuits 

 c.  On-Duty Employee Vehicle Collisions 

 d.  Employee Injuries 

 

      3.  Citizen and Department Generated Complaints 

 

     4.  Sick Leave Use 

 

a.  Number of sick leave days used in general 

b.  Use of sick leave in conjunction with vacation leave 

c.  Use of sick leave in conjunction with days off 

 

B.  Threshold 

 

Thresholds may vary among different performance indicators and are established 

and maintained by the EIS Management Committee. All event thresholds will be 

visible to employees who review a summary of their own performance indicators. 

 

C.  Interventions 

 

Interventions are directed counseling, retraining or other interaction that the 

designated employee must complete to address any concerns noted as a result of 

the supervisor assessment. Several intervention options are available for a 

supervisor to select in assisting an employee: 

 

1.  Defensive Tactics Instruction 

 

Defensive tactics instruction can serve to improve officer competencies to 

reduce the number of uses of force, severity of force used, develop officer 

tactics, improve compliance with use of force directives, and to help 

reduce officer injuries associated with using force. 

 

a.  Defensive Tactics Instruction training will be conducted by a 

qualified Training Academy instructor. 

 

b.  Employee’s supervisors will provide information regarding the 

nature of the identified concerns to appropriate instructor(s). 

c.  The Instructor will assess an employee’s competencies, conduct 

practical training with the employee and may discuss relevant 

aspects of the Use of Force directive 600-018 and Use of Force 

Continuum 600-020. 

 

2.  Communication Skills Development 
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Communication skills development can serve to improve employee 

interactions with members of the public and fellow colleagues. It will be 

designed to enhance the employee’s ability to effectively handle and 

deescalate stressful encounters. 

 

a.  An employee may be required to successfully complete a verbal 

judo or other training course. 

 

b.  When directed, a qualified Training Academy instructor or other 

departmentally approved service provider will complete an 

individual assessment and work with the employee using practical 

learning scenarios. 

 

3. Supervisor Counseling 

 

The supervisor may review and discuss with the employee, for purposes of 

clarification and understanding, any applicable performance, safety or 

tactical standard. 

 

4.  One-on-One Training or Course Instruction 

 

A supervisor may direct an employee to successfully complete any 

approved course instruction or one-on-one training that will serve to 

improve his or her performance and address the concerns associated with 

an early intervention alert. Some examples include: 

 

a.  Having an officer successfully complete training on motor vehicle 

law enforcement. 

 

b.  Reviewing and discussing an officer’s MVR tape recordings. 

 

c.  Completing additional legal training covering search and seizure or 

other relevant law topics. 

 

d.  Driver training for prevention of collisions or improved pursuit 

driving. 

 

e.  Ethics training. 

 

5.  Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 

 

The EAP is designed to provide employees the confidential support and 

assistance needed to resolve personal issues or crises that affect work 

performance. 
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V.  SYSTEM DESIGN, FUNCTIONALITY AND SUPERVISOR RESPONSIBILITIES 

 

The EIS is an employee assistance instrument which helps supervisors identify at-risk 

activities and behaviors to address before disciplinary action is needed. The EIS assists 

supervisors in identifying at-risk behaviors by monitoring occurrences of performance 

indicators, and by generating alerts for a supervisor assessment whenever thresholds for 

performance indicators are reached. Supervisors determine what, if any, intervention is 

appropriate and ensure employee fulfills intervention obligations. Supervisors also 

evaluate the need for a post-intervention assessment and complete it when appropriate. 

 

A.  Automated Functions 

 

The computer-based EIS applications will track event data for each employee for 

all performance indicator categories described in Section 4 of this operating 

procedure. 

 

1.  Automate the alert process to the first two supervisory levels 

2.  Provide supervisor reporting fields 

3.  Provide status queues for reviewers 

4.  Provide automated alert notifications when post-intervention evaluations 

are due 

5.  Enable employees to review summary counts of their own performance 

indicator categories 

 

B.  Supervisor Responsibilities 

1.  Access the EIS at least weekly to identify any alerts associated with 

employees they directly supervise. 

 

2.  Complete employee assessments and record the findings in the EIS record. 

Supervisors should consider each and all of the following areas in terms of 

whether an employee exhibits any behaviors where an intervention may 

help improve the employee’s work performance: 

 

a.  Verbal and non-verbal communication 

b.  Tactics 

c.  Safety 

d.  Employee behavior, both on and off duty (that may be affecting 

work performance) 

 

3.  Review with the chain of command details of the related events and 

intervention recommendations or why an intervention is not warranted. 

The recommendations must be approved by the chain of command 

involved. 

 

4.  Coordinate and implement the intervention, and record the action taken in 

the EIS record. 
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a.  Intervention Assigned – Summary of what intervention was 

assigned or planned. 

 

b.  Intervention Not Assigned – Summary of why an intervention was 

not necessary. 

 

5.  Identify and Record Post-Intervention Assessments 

 

a.  Initial Reporting – Determine if a post-intervention assessment will 

occur, identify a date for the evaluation to be conducted and record 

that date in the automated EIS record. 

 

b.  Additional Interventions – If the supervisor concludes a need for 

additional intervention, the supervisor will review that need and 

recommend follow-up intervention to the chain of command. Upon 

approval of the chain of command, the supervisor shall implement 

the intervention. 

 

c.  Complete and Document – In cases where a post-intervention 

assessment is completed, the supervisor will ensure: 

 

I.  That the results are reviewed by the chain of command. 

II.  That any additionally directed interventions are coordinated 

and completed. 

III.  The results are documented in the automated EIS record. 

 

VI.  SYSTEM MANAGEMENT 

 

The EIS will be governed by a committee of department employees. The committee will 

conduct ongoing evaluations of the EIS and will make recommendations to the Chief of 

Police for any modifications or enhancements. 

 

A.  Composition of the Management Committee 

 

The committee will consist of sworn and non-sworn personnel of varying ranks 

and assignments. All members will be voluntary positions. The committee will 

contain the following eighteen representatives: 

 

1.  One (1) representative from Human Resources 

 

2.  One (1) representative from the Training Academy 

 

3.  Four (4) sworn officer representatives 

 

a.  Two (2) from the Field Services Group 
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b.  Two (2) from the Investigative Services Group 

 

4.  Two (2) sergeant representatives 

 

a.  One (1) from the Field Services Group 

b.  One (1) from the Investigative Services Group 

 

5.  Three (3) non-sworn representatives, each from a different assignment 

 

6.  Two (2) non-sworn supervisory representatives, each from a different 

Assignment 

 

7.  Two (2) command representatives 

 

a.  One (1) major or captain 

b.  One (1) non-sworn bureau manager 

 

8. One (1) representative from Internal Affairs 

 

9.  One (1) representative from Computer Technology Solutions 

 

10.  The EIS Coordinator 

 

B.  EIS Coordinator Responsibilities 

 

1.  The EIS Coordinator will follow-up on assigned interventions and monitor 

their progress and closure. 

 

2.  The EIS Coordinator will ensure that any required updates or changes to 

the EIS or the EIS Directive are completed. 

 

3.  Annually, the EIS Coordinator shall complete a written report for the 

Chief of Police that provides summary data and information about the EIS, 

including the number and types of interventions, and work completed by 

the EIS Management Committee. 
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Appendix D- Sample Employee Wellness program 

 

 

 

Peoria Police Department 

Policy and Procedure Manual 

 
Policy 3.12 Employee Wellness Program 

 
  

 

           

I.  POLICY (22.3.2. – entire policy applies to standard) 

 

A.  It is the policy of the Peoria Police Department to provide the best possible service to the 

citizens of Peoria. In order for the Peoria Police Department to carry out this 

responsibility, it is important that each employee maintain a reasonable level of physical 

fitness and overall wellness. This will enhance the employee's ability to accomplish tasks 

or duties in their job description, while reducing risk of injury and illness. 

 

B.  In many occupations, the daily level of physical exertion is predictable. However, law 

enforcement is not one of them. An officer may operate at a minimal level of physical 

exertion for extended periods and suddenly be called upon to exert a maximum amount of 

physical and mental energy. Consequently, it is incumbent upon each officer to 

ensure that they are physically fit and able to endure both physical and mental stress, as 

lives, including their own, depend on it. An exercise program will develop, enhance and 

maintain a satisfactory level of physical fitness and overall wellness. 

 

II.  PROCEDURE 

 

      A.  Wellness Program Components (22.3.3.a) 

 

1.     The Peoria Police Department's Wellness Program is a multi-faceted approach to 

overall psychological and physiological health. While all components of the 

program are voluntary, the Peoria Police Department strives 

to increase participation by all full-time employees. 

 

2.     During the course of the year, the City will sponsor "brown bag lunches" with 

hosted speakers and/or small group workshops addressing personal health issues and 

seminars geared toward increased awareness of physical and mental health issues. 

 

3.     The Peoria Police Department has a trained Physical Fitness Coordinator and 

physical fitness instructors who are able to provide personal counseling sessions on: 

(22.3.3.b)(22.3.3.d)(22.3.3.e) 
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a.     Nutrition and diet 

 

b.     Stress reduction 

 

c.     Safe exercise techniques and 

 

d.     Assistance in developing a personal workout schedule for any Peoria Police 

        Department employee. 

 

4.     The Physical Fitness Coordinator is responsible for periodic evaluation of the Peoria 

Police Department's workout facilities and facilitating improvements and new 

equipment purchases. 

 

     B.   Physical Examinations 

 

1.     While it is not a requirement of employees to have a physical examination, it is 

advisable to do so prior to starting an exercise program to determine medical 

restrictions. 

 

2.     Employees can review their individual health plans to determine if an annual 

        physical option is covered at a nominal charge. (22.3.3.c) 

 

3.     Employees who choose to participate in physical fitness testing are required to sign 

                    a waiver releasing the Peoria Police Department and the City of Peoria from liability 

                    prior to participating in the physical fitness/wellness evaluation or program. 

 

     C.    Evaluation Criteria (22.3.3.e) 

 

1.     The Cooper Standards: 

 

a.     The Cooper Standards consist of a well-documented data-base established by 

the Cooper Institute of Aerobic Research in Dallas, Texas. Over a period of 

years, they administered standardized tests across the country and have 

compiled the results based on age and gender. 

 

b.    The standardized and validated results are commonly referred to as "The 

       Cooper Standards." They are used by fitness experts across the country as a 

       benchmark for comparison to determine an individual’s level of fitness. 

 

c.     A copy of the Cooper Standards is posted in the workout facility for reference 

       of the required levels based on age and gender. 

 

 2.     All personnel who choose to participate in the annual physical fitness/wellness 

         assessment process may be eligible for certain Incentive Awards based on their 

         performance. The process includes a battery of tests with designated scoring 

         criteria. 
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a.     While the criteria may show a strength or weakness in certain areas, this 

         information is for the employee's benefit alone and no additional 

         requirements will be made on the employee based on this assessment. 

 

b.     All Peoria Police Department employees are encouraged to participate in the 

         process and to maintain a regular exercise program. 

 

     D. Fitness Test Areas (22.3.3.e) 

 

1.     Since physical fitness relates to an individual's total physiological wellness, it 

        involves measures and levels of dynamic and absolute muscular strength, muscle 

        tone, cardiovascular endurance and heart action in response to physical activity. 

 

2.     The tests administered consist of the one and a half mile run or the option of a three 

mile walk test, the bent leg sit-up, the push up test, the bench press, the leg press and 

the sit and reach test. 

 

a.     Cardiovascular Endurance - A major component of physical fitness/wellness 

is cardiovascular-respiratoryendurance. The one and one-half mile run test and      

the three mile walk test are ideal ways to measure one's fitness in this area and 

participants will be given the option of taking either test. 

 

(1)  The one and a half mile run is completed by running/walking the distance 

as quickly as possible by the participant. 

 

(2)  The three mile walk test is completed by walking (one foot always in 

contact with the ground) the distance as quickly as possible by the 

participant. 

 

b.     Dynamic Strength - The second major component of physical fitness is 

dynamic strength, which is a measure of muscular endurance. The test for this 

area will be a one-minute sit-up test and a one-minute push-up test. 

 

(1)   Bent Leg Sit-Up Test: 

 

(a)     The individual lies on their back with both knees bent and their arms 

crossed over their chest (hands tucked into armpits), or fingers 

interlaced behind their head. 

 

(b)     The individual's feet will be held securely. 

 

(c)     By flexing the torso, touch elbows to knees and return to a full lying 

          position, with shoulder blades touching the floor. 

 

(d)     The buttocks must stay in contact with the floor at all times. 
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(e)     Resting as needed will be done in the sitting up position. 

 

    (2)  Push-Up Test: 

 

(a)     The individual starts in the up position and the hands are placed on 

          the floor at shoulder width. 

 

(b)     The push-up consists of lowering the chest to within fist level of the 

floor and then extending the arms to full length while keeping the 

back and knees straight and rigid. 

 

(c)     Resting as needed will be done in the up position. 

 

c.      Absolute Strength - The third major component of physical fitness is one's 

maximum body strength. The tests for this area consist of the bench press and 

the leg press. After a warm up exercise, the employee will be allotted a 

maximum of four (4) attempts to reach their absolute strength in each area. 

Fitness proctorscan assist the employee in clearing the bar from the stand, as 

well as returning the bar to the stand. Two fitness proctors will spot the 

employee during the warm-up and actual test. 

 

(1)    Bench Press: The test will consist of pressing the maximum weight one 

   time covering the full range of motion. 

 

(a)  The bar will begin with the arms fully extended and lowered to the 

same level as the chest, and pushed up until the arms are fully 

extended, elbows locked. 

 

(b)  The buttocks must stay in contact with the bench and both feet 

must be flat on the floor. 

 

(c)  The amount of weight needed to attain a Cooper percentage is 

determined by a ratio of weight pressed to body weight. 

 

(d)  The weight conversion for males is 1.016 x free weight + 18.41. 

 

(e)  The free weight conversion for females is .848 x free weight + 

21.37. 

 

(2)  Leg Press - This test will consist of pressing the maximum weight one 

time. 

 

(a)  The employee will start in the seated position, with the legs at a 90 

degree angle from the chest. 

 

(b)  The weight must be pressed out until the legs are fully extended. 
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(c)  The Cooper Standard attained will be determined by the ratio of 

weight pressed to body weight. 

 

d.     Flexibility – A final but important component of physical fitness is muscular 

flexibility of the lower back and hamstrings which is important in reducing 

one’s susceptibility to injury. 

 

(1)    Sit and Reach Test: 

 

(a)  The participant positions themselves seated on the floor with legs 

extended straight out in front of them. 

 

(b)  Place soles of the feet flat against the sit and reach box shoulder 

width apart. 

 

(c)  Both knees must remain flat against the floor during the test. 

 

(d)  With hands placed on top of one another, palms facing down, the 

participant reaches forward along the measuring line as far as 

possible. 

 

(2)   The participant may take up to three practice reaches prior to being scored 

on their fourth attempt. 

 

    E.  Voluntary Physical Fitness Testing will be offered in April and October of each year. 

Employees who wish to participate may do so by selecting one of two options. (22.3.3.a) 

 

1.      Single Test Option: 

 

a.    Employees may opt to test once a year in April and must meet the following 

    criteria to earn fitness time. 

 

    (1)  Attain a score at or above the 50th percentile in EACH category to earn 

the rest of the shift off or 5 hours of fitness time. 

 

(2)  Achieve an overall percentage (average of all six categories) of 70% to 

earn additional reward time. 

  

(3)  Approval of the AZPOST certified fitness instructor who monitored their 

fitness test. 

 

b.     At the April test, participants may decide which option they are going to use 

        after they complete physical fitness testing and assess their scores. (22.3.3.e) 
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     (1)  Participants who would like the opportunity to achieve a higher score after 

completing the first test may opt for the semi-annual option and undergo 

physical fitness testing again in October of that 

same year. 

 

(2)  Employees who are rewarded fitness time based on the single test option 

will not be eligible to test or earn additional time in October. 

 

(3)  Improvement time is not awarded under the single test option. 

 

2.      Semi-Annual Test Option: (22.3.3.e) 

 

a.       The focus for fitness testing twice a year is geared toward making 

       incremental improvement while sticking to a regular workout routine. 

 

(1)  Scores under the 70th percentile will be seen as a baseline measurement to 

be improved upon over the next six month period. 

 

(2) The goal for subsequent fitness testing will be earning “improvement” 

leave (up to six hours) for each category in which the participant achieves 

at least the next higher percentile. 

 

b.       Participating in the semi-annual test allows all participants the benefit of 

earning the rest of shift (RoS) of or five (5) hours of fitness leave time 

provided the following criteria are met: 

 

(1)  Participants are expected to put forth their best effort which will be 

verified and approved by the AZPOST certified fitness instructor 

monitoring the test prior to any fitness time being awarded. 

 

(2) Employees who choose this option must make a firm commitment to the 

program. Failure to show up for the second testing will result in the 

employee reimbursing the City for fitness time previously awarded. 

 

    F.  Physical Fitness Incentive Awards 

 

1.      Peoria Police Department Incentive Awards are offered to encourage and reward 

         those employees who have made a commitment to improve their overall health by 

         engaging in a regular fitness program. These awards are given once a year after the 

         designated fitness/wellness test. 

 

a.       Physical fitness pins are awarded to all employees who attain at least 70% 

          Cooper Standards in each fitness area tested. 

 

(1)  This pin can be worn for one year, and will then no longer be authorized 

for wear. 
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(2)  Employees who qualify for a pin during the next assessment testing year 

will be issued a new pin which will indicate the year the pin was achieved 

and authorized for wear. 

 

b.      Physical fitness time can be earned by choosing either the single test option 

which rewards up to 40 hours of paid leave or up to 20 hours for each of the 

semi-annual test cycles. Physical fitness time is earned in the following ways; 

 

(1)  Reward – “Reward” time is based upon the participant’s overall score as 

determined by averaging all six categories tested. In order to ensure each 

participant gives their very best effort in every category, reward time is 

earned at a higher rate than improvement or participation time, particularly 

in the higher percentiles. 

 

(2) Improvement – Employees may earn “improvement” leave hours for 

achieving a higher score in any of the six individual categories tested. 

Reaching the next higher percentile rung in 5% increments under the 

Cooper Standards qualifies as improvement. A maximum of six hours of 

improvement time may be earned. 

 

(3)  Participation – employees must participate in each of the six categories to 

take advantage of the program and earn “participation” time which equates 

to the remainder of their shift off in a paid leave status –or- five (5) hours 

of physical fitness time. 

 

  (a)  It may not always be practical for employees to take the remainder of 

their shift off after physicalfitness testing due to staffing constraints. 

Employees must work within their chain of command to determine if 

adequate coverage exists, if not, they will need to return to their 

regular duty status following the testing process. 

 

(b) Employees who choose the Semi-annual test option must commit to 

      testing twice within the same calendar year. Those who do not show 

      up for the second round of testing will result in the employee 

      reimbursing the City for participation time previously awarded or 

      used. If the employee has no fitness hours available, then the employee 

      will forfeit five (5) hours of vacation leave. If vacation is not available, 

      then the hours will be deducted from the employee’s next monthly 

      vacation accrual. 

 

2.     Participants are expected to put their best effort forward regardless of choosing of 

        which option they choose. All physical fitness time awarded must be approved by 

        the AZPOST certified instructor monitoring the test. To determine the exact amount 

        of physical fitness time one is eligible to earn see charts below: 

 

        a.        Single Test Option: 
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   Three Types of Fitness Leave MAXIMUM Total Leave 

 

Overall 

Percentage 

Participation Improvement Reward Non-Exempt Exempt 

 

 

70% - 74% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 10 15 2 days 

75% - 79% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 15 20 2 days 

80% - 84% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 20 25 2 days 

85% - 89% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 25 30 3 days 

90% - 94% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 30 35 3 days 

95% - 99% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 35 40 4 days 

 

 

        b.       Semi-Annual Test Option: 

 

 

   Three Types of Fitness Leave MAXIMUM Total Leave 

 

Overall 

Percentage 

Participation Improvement Reward Non-Exempt Exempt 

 

 

1% - 69% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-6 0 11 1 day 

70% - 74% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-6 2 13 1 day 

75% - 79% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-6 4 15 1 day 

80% - 84% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-5 6 16 2 days 

85% - 89% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-3 9 17 2 days 

90% - 94% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0-2 11 18 2 days 

95% - 99% RoS -or- 5 hrs 0 15 20 2 days 

 

 

   G.  Industrial Coverage During Physical Fitness Assessment 

 

1.    To ensure that all Peoria Police Departmental employees have the benefit of 

        industrial insurance coverage, even though participation in the assessment is 

        voluntary, employees will participate only in the official Peoria Police Departmental 

        approved assessment program. 

 

2.    The physical fitness assessment must be officially approved, in advance, by the Chief 

       of Police. 

 

3.    The assessment must be supervised by a qualified Physical Fitness Instructor who is 

       specifically designated to ensure compliance with the program, and who has the 

       responsibility to maintain safety and to report any injuries which occur. 

 

4.     In the event an employee becomes injured during the assessment, an on duty 
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        supervisor will be responsible for executing the initial industrial paperwork. 

 

5.     The physical fitness assessments will have specific dates, as well as specific starting 

        and ending times which must be adhered to. 

 

6.     Any portion of the off-site assessments (testing portion accomplished away from the 

        Peoria Police Department) that are conducted must be approved in advance by the 

        Chief of Police. 

  

  H.  Tracking 

 

1.     All personal leave hours earned during the physical assessment shall be taken by 

        April 30 of the following year. Any unused amount will be forfeited. 

 

         a.     No accumulation of hours from year to year is authorized. 

 

b.     Should the employee’s employment with the City be terminated, all hours will 

        be forfeited and unpaid. 

 

c.     Employees utilizing physical assessment personal leave hours shall annotate 

        them as such on their time sheet. 

 

d.     Fitness time earned in April and October will be available for use after all 

        testing has been completed, verified, and loaded into Telestaff (usually by the 

        end of the following month). 

 

2.      The Peoria Police Department's timekeeper shall receive a copy of all awarded 

          personal leave time from the Physical Fitness Instructor. It shall be the 

          responsibility of the timekeeper to maintain accurate records of the physical 

          assessment personal leave hours accrued and used. 

 


