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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.
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Personal crises involve family, friends, and signifi-
cant others. Examples include relationship prob-
lems, separation and divorce, parent-child conflict,
financial strains, alcohol and substance problems,
and stresses within the extended family. At the ex-
tremes, these may come to police attention in the
form of child abuse, domestic violence, stalking,
and harassment, many of these fueled by alcohol or
drug abuse.

Professional crises involve stresses related to work.
Examples include management-employee conflicts,
harassment by coworkers, filing of grievances, and
stresses related to discipline, termination, or down-
sizing. Extreme cases may escalate to sexual ha-
rassment and workplace violence.

Stituational crises refer to specific, short-term crises
that may vary in severity, but are time-limited in
nature, even though they may have long-term ef-
fects. There are numerous examples of these in
almost everybody’s life, including bereavement of
family members, traumatic termination of a rela-
tionship or job, accidental injury, or natural disas-
ter. Law enforcement may become involved when
the crisis involves crime victimization or, alterna-

tively, carrying-out of criminal activity in response
to overwhelming stress.

Ongoing crises are, by definition, longer in dura-
tion and may have an abrupt onset, such as an
injury that produces long-term disability or an
arrest or lawsuit that is followed by years of legal
and financial stress. Or the crisis may evolve
more gradually, such as a progressive physical or
mental illness, or an escalating series of financial
losses.

Again, the boundaries between categories are
fluid. A situational crisis of job loss may become an
ongoing financial crisis if equivalent alternative em-
ployment can’t be found in a sagging economy. An
ongoing problematic relationship can escalate to vi-
olence when prodded by the lack of money and
family budget squabbles resulting from the job loss.
Violence can lead to arrest, incurring further finan-
cial losses and heightening family stress, and so on.
How individuals cope with these types of crises de-
pends on the nature and intensity of the crisis itself,
the coping resources of the persons involved, and
the practical and psychosocial support systems
available.

TYPES OF PREVENTION:
THE PSYCHOEPIDEMIOLOGY OF CRISIS MANAGEMENT

Epidemiology is the clinical science that studies the
spread of illnesses and their effects within popula-
tions. Most familiar in the area of infectious disease,
the epidemiological model has also been applied to
a range of somatic and psychological disorders,
ranging from the mortality from cancer in neigh-
borhoods exposed to toxic pollutants, to posttrau-
matic stress disorder in populations affected by
natural or man-made disasters. Epidemiologists dis-
tinguish three main stages of prevention, which are
termed primary, secondary, and tertiary. These can
also be applied to psychological casualties and dis-
abilities within a population, as well as to individ-
ual cases of crisis intervention work (Gilliland &
James, 1993; Miller, 1998c).

The goal of primary prevention is to prevent as
many new cases of the crisis as possible from aris-
ing in the first place. In the case of an impending
flu epidemic, this might involve vaccinations for
vulnerable members of the community, educational

programs targeting cleanliness and hygiene for pre-
venting infection, and improved public sanitation
and school nutrition programs to bolster physical
health and resistance. For impending mental health
crises—for example, dealing with potential work-
place violence—this might involve public informa-
tion about practical prevention measures for home,
family, and business; education about the nature of
workplace bullying and harassment, and the stress
syndromes they entail; diversity training, stress
management, and conflict resolution skills; and
training in how to recognize the warning signs of
impending violence.

Secondary prevention assumes that there has al-
ready been an initial outbreak of the crisis within
the population. The goal is now to prevent it from
spreading further and to minimize its effects. In our
flu epidemic example, some individuals may have
already been infected. Some of the secondary pre-
vention measures involve continuing the same
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things we did in primary prevention, such as
making doubly sure others are fully immunized,
and if necessary, even taking such drastic measures
as quarantining contagious persons. For a brewing
workplace violence crisis, we might recognize that
an employee or customer is becoming increasingly
agitated and has already threatened one or more
persons and perhaps destroyed some property. At
this stage, we would try to deescalate the conflict,
contain and isolate the subject, call police or secu-
rity, and begin evacuating nearby employees or stu-
dents from the area.

In tertiary prevention, the crisis has hit its peak or
run its course, and what we are actually “prevent-
ing” at this stage is the development or worsening
of aftereffects that might occur in the aftermath.
For the flu, this may involve treating secondary
bacterial infections in flu survivors whose immune

systems have been weakened, arranging care for
children of dead or disabled parents, and main-
taining electricity, food, and sanitation in affected
areas. For the workplace violence crisis, this
means arranging mental health follow-up to limit
the development of posttraumatic stress reactions
among affected employees and customers, as well
as dealing with the media and general public to re-
store the organization’s reputation and image so
that the company’s viability is not undone by the
episode.

The overall concept is that most crises are fluid,
organic entities that evolve over a time course—
which can range from minutes to years—and that,
at each stage, there must be an established set of
measures to counteract the traumatic effects of the
crisis. Hence, preparation, planning, and training
are crucial.

THE BASIC CRISIS INTERVENTION MODEL

Although individual systems differ, a broad con-
sensus on a standard protocol for basic crisis inter-
vention has emerged (Dattilio & Freeman, 2000;
Gilliland & James, 1993; Kleespies, 1998). Much of
this format has evolved from suicide hotlines and
other clinically-oriented crisis intervention services,
but can be productively adapted for law enforce-
ment crises and represents the basic model of crisis
intervention used throughout this book. A basic
outline of the model is presented here, with specific
examples appearing in subsequent chapters.

Define the Problem

Some personal crises relate to a specific inci-
dent, such as a spouse who suddenly learns of an
sudden affair or separation, or a person who has
just been the victim of a crime. Often, however, a
crisis state will evolve as the cumulative result of a
number of overlapping stressors. In such cases,
the affected person may be unclear as to what ex-
actly led to the crisis. Furthermore, this confusion
typically adds to anxiety and a sense of being over-
whelmed, which escalates to panic and despon-
dency in a spiraling vicious cycle.

Thus, the first task is to help the subject clarify
in his or her own mind what exactly has led to the

crisis state. This often involves a set of focusing
and clarifying questions. What is the subject expe-
riencing? What led up to the crisis? What aspects
of the situation feel most out of control? Most in
control?

Ensure Safety

The goal of crisis intervention is stabilization for
later treatment. You want to ensure that the subject
stays alive and/or keeps from harming others long
enough for him or her to obtain whatever follow-
up services are necessary. Assume that if the sub-
ject contacted you at all, or is even willing to talk to
you at any point, then he or she has not made the
irrevocable decision to use violence against self or
others. Your job is to use this interval to encourage
the subject to put even a few short steps between
the thought of a harmful action and its execution.
If the subject has a gun, ask him to unload it or at
least holster it or decock it. If it’s a bottle of pills,
ask her to keep the cover on for now. If he’s stand-
ing on a roof ledge, ask him to take just two steps
back in the meantime. The key is to let the subject
retain enough control so that he doesn’t panic, but
keep things as safe as possible while you continue
to negotiate a safe resolution to the crisis.



8 Practical Police Psychology: Stress Management and Crisis Intervention for Law Enforcement

Provide Support

Support means “being there” with the subject,
showing that you’re trying to understand. As we’ll
see in subsequent chapters, you don’t necessarily
have to agree with a distressed subject’s reasoning
or point of view—and in many cases, it may be
counterproductive to disingenuously pretend that
you do—but a little empathy and commiseration can
go a long way in establishing trust and encouraging
a nonviolent resolution to the crisis. It may also
elicit some insight into issues that underlie the pre-
sent crisis or that may have led up to it. But re-
member, the goal of crisis intervention is not
psychotherapy. You don’t want to disregard a sub-
ject’s important feelings and thoughts about his or
her situation, but be careful to keep the conversa-
tion reasonably focused on resolving the present
crisis, perhaps gently suggesting that the larger
issues can be dealt with later—which implies that the
subject will indeed be around later.

Examine Alternatives

Often, subjects in crisis are so fixated on their
pain and hopelessness that their cognitive tunnel
vision prevents them from seeing any way out.
Your job is to gently expand the range of nonvio-
lent options for resolving the crisis situation. Typi-
cally, this takes one of two forms: accessing
practical supports and utilizing coping mechanisms.

Practical Supports. Are there any persons, institu-
tions, or agencies that are immediately available to
help the subject through the crisis until he or she
can obtain follow-up care? Of course, you want to
be reasonably sure that these support people will
calm, not inflame, the situation until professional
help is obtained. Support systems or persons can
consist of trusted relatives, friends, clergy, a local
mental health clinician, and so on. One caution
here is that one or more of these individuals may
have had contentious dealings with the subject in
the past, and might even have been part of the
reason the crisis got out of control in the first place.
So try to get a little background information if pos-
sible and use your judgment.

Coping Mechanisms. These can consist of cognitive
strategies, religious faith, distracting activities, pleas-
ant family images and so on—anything that helps

the subject inject an element of comfort and control
into an otherwise painful and chaotic situation. You
can appeal to both present and past coping mecha-
nisms. For subjects who are feeling hopeless, it is
often useful to recall past crises that were resolved—
however incompletely—without violence. This
shows that it’s at least possible to get through the pre-
sent crisis, and possibly come up with an even
better solution this time that will prevent things
from ever getting this bad again. Success may then
build on success. However, the caution here is that
the subject may think that this present crisis is a
whole lot worse than anything that’s happened in
the past—and sometimes this may in fact be true—in
which case, comparison with past, smaller crises
may only serve to highlight the hopelessness of the
present “big one.” Then, the intervener will have to
use his or her judgment and be creative in dealing
with this kind of comparison paradox.

Make a Plan

Work out a plan that will ensure the subject’s
safety, terminate the crisis for now, and provide for
follow-up. Make the plan as explicit as possible,
giving the subject as much input and buy-in as he
or she is able and willing to contribute. Make sure
the plan is understood completely by everyone
concerned. The plan should contain both short-
term elements (Where will you stay tonight? Which
clinic will you call in the morning? If you need to
go to the ER, how will you get there and who will
pick you up and take you home?), and long-term el-
ements (Who will you be seeing for follow-up ther-
apy? How will you contact Legal Aid to get your
case handled? Who will let your job know you’re
taking some sick time?).

Obtain Commitment

Again, the more buy-in the subject has to the ini-
tial plan, the more likely he or she is likely to
commit to it and follow it through. Obviously, there
is no way to contractually enforce an agreement be-
tween yourself and the subject, so his or her com-
mitment to the plan will stand and fall based on the
level of trust you’ve built up during the encounter.
But often, just promising something out loud to a
trusted other can cement a person’s commitment to





