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FOREWORD

Over the past 50 years, the concept of an applied discipline of police psy-
chology as an effective complement for professional law enforcement ser-
vices has emerged. Through the efforts of early pioneers such as Martin
Reiser, Morton Bard, Martin Symonds, and others, and particularly because of
the successes and professional acceptance of the FBI’s Behavioral Science
Unit, law enforcement executives have recognized the value of such a disci-
pline to their agencies.

Early in its development, police officers looked to psychologists and psy-
chiatrists to help better understand, and better yet solve, the increasing
number of unexplained crimes of violence, and, ultimately, the concept of
“behavioral profiling” has become a common tool of investigators. Later in
the evolution of this discipline, in an application of psychology to “in progress”
crimes, police administrators began to ask for psychological assistance in more
effectively handling hostage negotiations, keeping the hostages alive and
taking hostage takers into custody. Even more recently, we’ve seen its use as
we’ve tried to understand and control crowd and gang behavior and respond
to incidents that evolved into “suicide by cop.”

But police psychology is not just about understanding the bad guys and their
actions; it’s also about understanding the good guys. In 1973, the Task Force on
Police of the National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and
Goals recommended that “every police agency, by 1975, should retain the ser-
vices of a qualified psychiatrist or psychologist to conduct psychological test-
ing of police applicants in order to screen out those who have mental disorders
or are emotionally unfit for police work.” And, as we’ve learned more about
the emotional consequences of policework, we’ve turned to the discipline of
police psychology to allow us to better respond to the needs of the men and
women in our profession, more effectively and compassionately assuring the
safety and well-being of those personnel, our agencies, and our communities.

Yet, as with all applied sciences, police psychology brings with it its own unique
realities, myths, and misconceptions. That, then, becomes the raison d’etre for
a book such as this. Dr. Miller writes as a practicing police psychologist, one
who has “walked the walk” and can now, with greater credibility, understand-
ing, and feeling, explain his profession, its strengths, its limitations, and its
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intricacies to other members of the psychological community and, I believe, to
a broad spectrum of our law enforcement community: its executives, its prac-
titioners, and its educators. His tone and his descriptions bespeak one who
carries with him the understanding of the academic and psychological worlds,
but speaks with the clear language of one who has been at the frontline.

My academic mentor, Dr. Harold J. Vetter, himself a psychologist turned
criminologist, always taught me that the most effective teacher is one who is
able to educate, communicate, and entertain, all at the same time! In this book,
Dr. Miller does exactly that: he educates us about an issue critical to the suc-
cess of our law enforcement agencies; he communicates in an extremely clear,
concise, open, and honest manner; and he entertains us with his war stories
and his frank language. Dr. Miller’s book is a much needed, much awaited,
practical guide to the discipline of police psychology and one which will have
an impact on those who practice it, those who use it, and those who need it!

James D. Sewell, PhD
Assistant Commissioner (Retired)
Florida Department of Law Enforcement



PREFACE

Every time we dial 911, we expect that our emergency will be taken seri-
ously and handled competently. The police will race to our burgled office,
the firefighters will speedily douse our burning home, the ambulance crew
will stabilize our injured loved one and whisk him or her to the nearest hos-
pital. We take these expectations for granted because of the skill and dedica-
tion of the workers who serve the needs of law enforcement, emergency
services, and public safety.

For police officers, this task is doubly challenging because they are the only
public safety professionals whom the law and society grant the authority—
indeed, the obligation—to use coercive physical force to influence the behav-
ior of citizens. Further, their decision to use such force is based largely on
their own judgment as to what is appropriate in each particular situation. For
some citizens, police officers are the only resource they have to depend on in
times of crisis and, for many of these, the police are the sole entry point into
the broader social services sector. Not surprising, then, that the news media,
entertainment industry, and the general public have infused law enforcement
with a near-mythic status, both for good and for ill. We rely on the police
to protect us, and are quick to condemn them if we feel they have violated
our trust.

Practical Police Psychology: Stress Management and Crisis Intervention for Law En-
forcement addresses the psychologically complex world of modern policing.
This book analyzes both the dramatic crises and everyday challenges faced
by all law enforcement personnel, from the street cop to the departmental
brass. But analysis is only a first, albeit crucial, step. My aim is to offer usable,
down-to-earth, and immediately applicable—that is, practical-psychological
guidelines and recommendations for improving the quality of policing on a
daily basis.

Two major themes inform this book. The first is the concept of community
policing, which is becoming the model of local law enforcement in a growing
number of jurisdictions. It is hard to think of another area of law enforcement
where understanding human nature is more important. To be effective in com-
munity policing, the best patrol officers are already practical psychologists.
They know how to wield influence and authority without resorting to force; to

vii
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deescalate curbside squabbles from becoming civil disturbances; to calm sui-
cidal, intoxicated, traumatized, and mentally disturbed citizens; to enlist co-
operation rather than resistance when investigating crimes; to encourage the
communities they patrol to see police officers as resources they can count on,
rather than as hostile invaders they must fear.

The second theme is professionalism. What most of this book’s broad ap-
proaches and specific recommendations have in common is the concept of
the law enforcement officer as a true professional, charged with the same tech-
nical and ethical responsibilities as doctors, attorneys, psychologists, and other
professionals, and therefore entitled to commensurate respect. One feature of
the job description shared by these professionals is their role as competent de-
cision makers. That is, practitioners of all these disciplines follow certain stan-
dardized protocols of training and experience, yet each is empowered to use
a certain degree of judgment and discretion to deal with individual circum-
stances in their daily work. Indeed, these professionals couldn’t be truly ef-
fective without some ideal mix of standardization and flexibility. As the
demands of law enforcement become increasingly more complex, citizens will
come to expect that those who serve and protect them will meet the highest
standards of education, training, and psychological fitness.

These two themes translate into two broad domains of policing where psy-
chological knowledge and expertise can make important contributions. One is
the role of law enforcement behavioral science in operational assistance of police
activities. These include hostage negotiation, suicide-by-cop intervention,
criminal investigation, undercover operations, riot and crowd control, deal-
ing with crime victims, and special assignments. It also includes less dramatic,
more everyday activities such as citizen-citizen dispute mediation, quieting
angry or distraught civilians, dealing with traumatized crime victims, handling
mentally disturbed citizens, responding to natural and technological disasters,
and interacting smoothly and cooperatively with other public agencies and
private businesses.

The second domain has to do with cops taking care of themselves and deal-
ing with problems within their own departments—often subsumed under the
broad heading of psychological services. This domain includes critical incident
stress, postshooting trauma, specialized psychotherapy for law enforcement
officers, alcohol and substance abuse problems, police family stresses and
family therapy, and departmental stress management and health maintenance
programs. It also includes standards and practices to enhance police perfor-
mance and the overall improvement of law enforcement quality within com-
munities by addressing selection and screening of officers, training and
discipline, supervision and leadership, and police departmental organization
and management psychology.

The target audience for Practical Police Psychology is a dual one. First, law
enforcement administrators, line supervisors, and working cops who are
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committed to quality performance within their departments will learn how to
provide the best possible clinical and operational psychological services to the
men and women under their command and to the citizens they serve. Second,
for psychologists and other mental health clinicians who are involved in, or
may be considering law enforcement consultation, this book will provide a
comprehensive guide to the unique challenges and rewards of working with
police personnel and their departments. The tone of the text reflects this:
sometimes, I'll be speaking shrinktalk to my fellow mental health clinicians;
other times, I move into cop idiom; often, I'll drift in an out and combine the
styles. Only you, the readers, can judge if this is an effective—and practical—
mode of transmitting complex interpersonal information through the printed
page. Basically, I write the way I teach: I respect my audience and try to com-
municate at a level that both accommodates and expands their individual per-
spectives and, at the same time, encourages questions and constructive
feedback. So feel free to feed back.

The content of this book reflects a careful survey of the literature on police
psychology and law enforcement behavioral science, combined with my own
clinical and practical experience. I originally began with the idea of writing a
book on police psychology that would cover the entire breadth and scope of
the field and, at first, I was concerned that there might not be enough mater-
ial to address all these areas adequately. Ha. As the research expanded and
the piles of notes climbed, I came to realize that there exists a vast and largely
untapped storehouse of literature bearing directly or indirectly on the psy-
chology of law enforcement, and soon the task became how to winnow
through this silo of data to cultivate a book that would be both authoritative
and useful.

The first stage of modification involved a process of binary fission; that is,
the material I reviewed seemed to fall into two broad areas where psychology
and behavioral science were relevant to police work: stress management and
crisis intervention on the one hand, and criminal investigation, interview and
interrogation on the other. Rather than attempt to cram everything into an
oversized book (yeah, right, you’re thinking—like this one is a pamphlet), I de-
cided to deal with the first subject area here; the second area will have to await
a forthcoming volume of its own. My prioritization was guided largely by my
own daily work and experience in the area of police psychology and by the in-
terest elicited in my police academy courses.

Even within the subjects of law enforcement stress management and crisis
intervention, some selectivity was necessary, and no doubt many a reader will
be dismayed at his or her pet topic being given short shrift. Another problem
was how to organize the chapters as well as the material within the chapters.
This book’s organization went through numerous revisions, as many of the
chapter topics overlap and shade into one another. But of course, this is how
it should be, because one of this book’s themes is the interrelatedness of crisis
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intervention and stress management: each necessitates utilizing skills and
techniques that are universal in helping human beings in distress. Thus, while
each chapter can stand independently on its own merits, I've endeavored to
weave this common theme of universality throughout the narrative.

Laurence Miller
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: PRACTICAL PSYCHOLOGY, STRESS
MANAGEMENT, AND CRISIS INTERVENTION IN LAW
ENFORCEMENT

THE STRESSES AND CHALLENGES OF POLICING

he world of policing at the beginning of the

twenty-first century is in some respects unique,
in other ways linked to the past (Peak, 2003; Toch &
Grant, 2005). The traditional role of the law en-
forcement officer has always been fighting crime,
but today’s urban and rural police are confronted
with a host of unique challenges, only a minority of
which involve the actual apprehension of criminals.
On any given day, these may include resolving a
dispute between merchants; helping a homeless
person get to a shelter; finding a lost child; settling a
family or neighbor squabble; taking a mentally dis-
turbed citizen into protective custody; dispersing an
unruly crowd of teens; making several traffic stops;
applying first aid to an accident victim; or referring
an ill, indigent, or elderly person to social services.

Note that all of these tasks require some combina-
tion of technical expertise and interpersonal skill,
and any of them could devolve into a dangerous
crisis situation if handled clumsily or ineffectively.

Indeed, it is a principle of this book’s approach
and organization that stress management cannot be
separated from crisis intervention, as each com-
prises an essential component of the other. Stress
provokes and exacerbates crises; crises elevate
stress. Effective crisis intervention reduces stress,
which in turn makes crisis management easier. Of-
ficers who know how to manage their own stress
are less likely to be goaded into escalating a citizen
confrontation into a crisis, and will be better able to
use clear thinking and effective action if a crisis un-
avoidably occurs.

POLICE AS PRACTICAL PSYCHOLOGISTS

If law enforcement and mental health profes-
sionals share one thing in common, it is that we
both spend virtually all of our time dealing with the
outer reaches of human nature. That’s why I usu-
ally begin my police academy classes by telling the
officers that “we both do the same kind of work, but
I have the easy job.” That is, we both deal with ex-
tremes of human emotion and behavior, but I get to
do it in the relatively secure confines of an office or
hospital, while you have to do it on the street. My
customers are frequently challenging, sometimes

annoying, occasionally threatening, but rarely overtly
dangerous; your customers may kill you. I often
have to make tricky diagnostic determinations and
decide on an appropriate course of action, and so
do you. But I typically have the luxury of hours or
days to pore over records and interview my patient
in a quiet room; you have to make a snap decision
in a few seconds under noisy, confusing, or haz-
ardous conditions. If 'm wrong, I can usually go
back and try something else; if you’re wrong,
people may be injured or killed.
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Thus, knowledge of practical psychology is essen-
tial to police officers, both for their daily effectiveness
and personal safety. A large proportion of officer in-
juries or fatalities occur in the course of routine police
activities, such as traffic stops, mediating citizen dis-
putes, or domestic calls. Mastery of interpersonal
stress management, conflict resolution, and crisis

intervention skills can thus be thought of as a kind of
psychological body armor that protects cops from un-
necessary risk as they carry out their sworn duties to
protect and serve. One of the functions of this book is
to guide officers in refining, expanding, and solidify-
ing the interpersonal skills many of them already use
intuitively to manage stress and crises on the job.

WHY DO MEN AND WOMEN BECOME COPS?

For all the show biz glamour, the real world of
policing is far more prosaic, and understanding the
details of the job can sometimes make one wonder
why men and women choose to become cops. The
working conditions can be brutal, especially in in-
clement climates, assignments can be miserable, es-
pecially at the beginning of one’s career, and in
many cases, promotion and advancement are ex-
tremely slow. In fact, about 80 percent of police of-
ficers spend their entire career as line officers on
patrol, or as plainclothes detectives; 15 percent
become supervisors; and only five percent rise to
executive rank (Blau, 1994).

It is therefore interesting to examine what police
officers do and don’t like about their jobs, based on
a general consensus from the literature (Anderson
et al., 1995; Blau, 1994; Toch, 2002) and my own
experience in speaking to officers.

What Police Officers Like
About Their Jobs

Many officers are attracted to the power and re-
spect that come with the image of a police officer.
Being a member of an elite and honorable warrior
culture holds the same fascination as does a career
in the military; indeed, for many ex-soldiers, polic-
ing is a civilian extension of that role. Associated
with this is the gratification of the societal protector
role: many officers take justifiable pride in being
part of the “thin blue line” that separates civiliza-
tion from the barbarians. For officers whose beats
include the neighborhoods where they grew up,
there is the added satisfaction of protecting their
home turf, and garnering the respect and admira-
tion of local family members and neighbors—some
of whom may well have had their past doubts as to
what the officer would ever amount to.

The police role may be close to home in an-
other way, as well. A fair number of police officers
choose their profession to uphold a family tradition
of law enforcement, and may have been inspired
by a parent’s or relative’s career in this field, or in
a related one like the military. The family back-
ground of many officers includes one or more rel-
atives who have espoused strong moral and/or
religious values, and policing is an eminently con-
crete way of reinforcing those values on a daily
basis. A number of officers speak of their career in
policing as a way of “giving back” something to the
families and neighborhoods that once nurtured
them. The downside, of course, is the potential for
disillusionment and cynicism that occurs when the
officers are exposed to, or tempted by, opportuni-
ties for corruption and misconduct—often made all
the more easy by their familiarity with the local
culture.

Many officers genuinely enjoy the support and
camaraderie of their new “police family,” which has
become an extension of the extended tribal family
group in which they grew up. But I've observed the
opposite pattern as well. That is, many officers de-
scribe an unpleasant, hostile, and downright abu-
sive early family environment, often characterized
by an angry, moralistic, and physically punishing
father, for whom the son or daughter “could never
do anything right.” Not infrequently, this parent
was also an alcoholic. Yet, the officer will typically
idealize this parent’s strict disciplinarianism in one
breath (“Dad didn’t take no crap—we kids toed the
line, or else”), while decrying his gratuitous cruelty
in another (“He was a mean sonofabitch, especially
when he was drinking—he’d whip our asses for no
good reason”).

This mental split often results in the officer in-
ternalizing the rigid but inconsistent moralistic
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code expressed by the parent, while externalizing
and projecting the meanness and lack of self-con-
trol onto the bad elements of society with which
the officer is now charged with dealing. Such offi-
cers may be especially effective at their jobs, but
are at risk for both overaggressiveness and burnout
when their moral codes become threatened (see
Chapter 13).

Interestingly, however, only a minority of offi-
cers cite a desire to “help people” as their first
reason for joining the police force. This helping mo-
tivation seems to be something that develops over
time, as they become more and more comfortable
with the responsibility that policing places in their
hands. For many, the initial attraction lies more in
the perceived action and excitement that policing
offers, as well as the autonomy and discretionary
decision-making power that officers are typically
granted. Indeed, some officers speak with pride of
their “people skills,” and ability to use “verbal judo”
to resolve most of the everyday spats and squabbles
that occur on their patrols (Chapter 2). Detectives
and members of special units, such as undercover
or SWAT, also enjoy the combination of physical
activity and mental stimulation that their jobs
afford, and many of these officers are quite explicit
about the fact that they “wouldn’t last a day in some
desk job.”

More prosaically, many candidates are at-
tracted to policing by the relative job security,
pension, benefits, and medical coverage that this
kind of public service job affords—especially in the
present work environment where such compre-
hensive job security is becoming a veritable cor-
porate fossil in the private sector. And, yes, a few
bad apples actually go into policing with the in-
tention of exploiting their power for their own
gain, although the vast majority of abusive and
corrupt officers don’t start off as crooks with a
badge, but transmogrify over time due to a vari-
ety of internal pressures and external circum-
stances (Chapter 13).

What Police Officers Dislike
About Their Jobs

Many of the negatives about police work cited
by officers represent the flip side of the positives.
The relative autonomy and discretionary power of
policing also leaves room for ambiguity and
second-guessing. Indeed, officers describe their
frustration with being told to adhere to a set a rigid
rules and protocols, yet at the same time being ex-
pected to apply these rules flexibly and creatively
to everyday situations, and to get it right every time.

Officers who are into the helping role may become
disillusioned by the perceived lack of appreciation, re-
spect, or even common courtesy afforded to them by
the citizens they put their lives on the line to protect.
Of course, a lot has to do with the demographics of a
particular patrol area, but some officers may be more
sensitive to this violation of expectations than others.

Death is an inevitable feature of law enforcement
work, and many officers describe the exposure to
murder and violence as a necessary but aversive
aspect of their jobs. Some officers take the counter-
phobic measure of immersing themselves in what
they and society fear and loathe the most, becoming
homicide and sex crimes investigators, undercover
narcotics operatives, or crime scene investigators
(Chapter 12). And of course, there is the ever-present
danger of being killed on the job or having to kill
others, which gives police work a unique status
among civilian public safety roles (Chapters 7 and 8).

But by far, the worst stressors cited by officers
come from their own departments. Actually, this
should not be surprising, recalling how police de-
partments, and most work organizations, represent
an extended family tribal culture. And like any dys-
functional family, sometimes these stresses can lead
to internal crises that can undo an officer’s career
or have severe repercussions for the department as
a whole. That’s why it is very important that these
problems be identified and dealt with construc-
tively as early as possible (Chapters 13 and 14).

TYPES OF CRISIS

Different types and sources of crisis can affect
both the personal lives of police officers and the
work they do with citizens (Anderson et al., 1995;

Toch, 2002). These can be differentiated into sev-
eral categories, although, as with most naturalistic
classifications, several types may blend together.





