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PREFACE

his book is the product of a decade of clinical practice, research,

and collaboration with a variety of professionals. The impetus to
write the book was generated partly by a number of police chiefs and
sheriffs who requested I provide “written guidelines,” including prac-
tical information about the conduct and expectations of Fitness for
Duty (FFD) Evaluations. In the same time frame, I have been teach-
ing psychiatrists about this area of expertise. The book combines pri-
mary research conducted on law enforcement personnel referred for
Evaluations in Washington State with reviews of research from the lit-
erature. Certain sections of the book also contain data from surveys
completed by Washington State police officers regarding their views
on a number of issues.

Chapter 1, entitled “Introduction to the FFD Evaluations in Law
Enforcement Personnel,” presents an overview of the reasons for per-
forming FFD evaluations and an understanding of the process. The
chapter outlines the reasons why such evaluations are performed and
reviews expectations of the professionals conducting such evaluations.
A vignette is used to illustrate some of the principles and difficulties
involved in maintaining neutrality in the performance of FFD evalua-
tions. The chapter ends with a checklist of the steps of a FFD from the
agency perspective.

Law enforcement is a very high-stress occupation. There are many
reasons that law enforcement professionals may experience difficulty
with performance. In Chapter 2, entitled “Stress in Law Enforcement
Personnel,” some of the many stressors and officers’ response to stress
are explored. For example, there are stressors related to the intrinsic
risks of working in a potentially violent environment, administrative
issues, and balancing career and home life. In addition, there are the
negative stereotypes of law enforcement professionals and a lack of

ix
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understanding of the demands of the unusual environment in which
they operate. Chapter 2 presents a discussion of these stressors as well
as coping mechanisms so that the reader may better understand the
sources of stress and stress responses that may result in unfit officers.

Chapter 3 is entitled “Common Causes of Unfit Officers.” This
chapter represents a key shift in the literature in the understanding of
“unfit” officers. To date, no other publication has systematically exam-
ined the psychiatric diagnoses of unfit officers, and none which refer
to the major accepted classification for psychiatric disorders, the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM-IV).
Previous authors have tended to focus on behavioral reasons for refer-
ral rather than the presence (or absence) of specific psychiatric diag-
noses. While many FFD evaluations are undertaken because of behav-
ioral issues, it is important to understand why individual officers
exhibit these behaviors. Original research data is presented in this
Chapter on FFD Evaluations performed during a five-year period by
the author. The data shed light on psychiatric diagnoses found in offi-
cers referred for FFD evaluations. Although, the study has limitations
as any data set may be biased in spite of the sequential nature in its col-
lection. Therefore, generalizing all of the results to all agencies and
officers is not suggested. However, the data presented detail both
major psychiatric syndromes, personality disorders, and interesting
findings regarding family psychiatric history in officers found fit or
unfit for duty.

Chapter 4, “Psychological Tests for Fitness in Law Enforcement
Personnel,” discusses many of the myriad of structured psychological
tests that can be used in FFD Evaluations. The use of some of these
tests in pre-employment psychological evaluations is also discussed, as
it is often useful to compare pre-employment psychological test data
with that obtained during the course of a FFD Evaluation. Although
both psychiatrists and psychologists are qualified to perform FFD
evaluations, fewer psychiatrists currently perform them. Part of this is
because standard psychiatric residencies teach only cursory informa-
tion regarding standardized psychological tests such as the MMPI-2,
MCMI-II, and others. Psychologists’ training usually includes
detailed instruction and supervision regarding the interpretation of
such tests. If psychiatrists intend to perform FFD Evaluations, it is
important that they undertake significant education regarding the per-
formance and interpretation of these tests, or collaborate with a psy-
chologist who performs the structured testing.
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Issues involving complex interactions of underlying medical and
psychiatric conditions with various medications are becoming more
important than in past decades. In part, this is due to the plethora of
medications available and improved public education regarding the
availability of medications. In part, it is also due to the recognition that
an increasing number of law enforcement personnel are taking a wide
variety of medications. Just as psychologists’ training usually provides
them with a more detailed understanding of psychological tests, psy-
chiatrists’ education provides them with the detailed understanding of
medical and psychiatric conditions. As psychiatrists are physicians
first, and specialists in psychiatry second, they possess skills at diagnos-
ing and treating a variety of disorders which may affect officers’ abili-
ty to perform their duties. A detailed knowledge of medicine and psy-
chiatry is necessary to understand the impact of these medications on
performance. Chapter 5, entitled “Medication Issues in FFD
Evaluations,” explores some of the potential impact that medications
may have on officers’ fitness. Chapter 5 presents a simplified overview
so that police executives can have a framework for concerns. It is also
meant to educate psychiatrists on the special skills necessary in law
enforcement that may render the use of certain medications inadvis-
able although, such use might be acceptable in other occupations.
Vignettes illustrate some of the complexities associated with medica-
tion use in law enforcement personnel.

Chapter 6, entitled “Police Officers’ Expectations of Mental Health
Professionals,” outlines stereotypes and expectations that law enforce-
ment personnel have regarding mental health personnel. The chapter
quotes established literature as well as presenting data from a survey
on Washington State local law enforcement personnel’s attitudes. For
evaluators, an understanding of the lack of information and miscon-
ceptions that officers have may assist them with interacting and edu-
cating officers and referring departments. For police executives, the
chapter may serve as a reference to address officers’ concerns prior to
referral and throughout the process of a FFD evaluation. For both sets
of readers, the chapter outlines some possible strategies to reduce the
barriers between two disparate professions that share many of the
same goals, e.g., helping others and community and individual safety.

As its title suggests, Chapter 7, “Gender and Ethnic Issues in Hiring,
Stess and FFD Evaluations,” reviews data regarding issues which are
of special importance in different subgroups of law enforcement per-
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sonnel. Literature regarding differences in hiring, stress, and FFD in
different ethnic subgroups is reviewed. The chapter reviews the limit-
ed data on differences between male and female officers. Original
research on gender similarities and differences based on the
Washington study of law enforcement personnel referred for FFD
evaluations is presented. Although the issues presented in this chapter
are expected to evolve substantially as society changes, it provides a
window into current practices and beliefs.

One of the least common but most stressful events for law enforce-
ment personnel is duty death—when an officer is killed in the line of
duty. Chapter 8, “Duty Death: A Major Stressor,” explores several
aspects of duty death. Literature regarding the nature of the stress
experienced by law enforcement personnel is reviewed. Next, inter-
views with command staff from a department that lost an officer due
to duty death (by homicide) are presented. Finally, the chapter quotes
a number of police officers’ comments on duty death which were
made in the course of the survey of attitudes of Washington police offi-
cers. It also includes primary data that indicates interesting trends in
the interventions officers believe may aid them after a critical incident.
Their perceptions do not prove a specific intervention is useful. Their
comments provide important insight into the nature and structure of
future interventions to reduce stress.

Another uncommon but important event is detailed in Chapter
Nine which is entitled “Police Suicide and Fitness for Duty.” The
sometimes controversial data regarding police suicide is reviewed in
this chapter. Certain investigators have claimed the rate of suicide is
dramatically higher amongst law enforcement personnel and others
that it is no different than that of the general population. A large body
of literature is reviewed which summarizes the current state of knowl-
edge in this area. A case scenario illustrates some of the concepts
involved in determining whether an officer has a low or high risk of
suicide. A second scenario highlights the radically different outcomes
that are possible depending on how suicidal officers are approached
and respond to treatment. The chapter attempts to reconcile discrep-
ancies between different research studies in this area.

“The Management of Misfit Officers,” Chapter 10, explores some of
the issues encountered when an officer is not necessarily mentally ill,
but has become unsuitable for his or her current position. Examples
include officers who experience personality shifts due to aging, chang-
ing priorities, as well as officers who misunderstood their own psycho-
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logical makeup or the demands of the profession when they were
hired. The chapter highlights some creative ways that departments
and/or evaluators can work with officers to either shift roles within an
agency or come to terms with their own psyche. Case scenarios are
presented to illustrate fictionalized accounts of real cases in which
“misfit” officers have been accommodated by agencies or shifted their
focus.

Chapter 11, entitled “Legal Considerations: Discipline Versus Ill-
ness,” outlines a number of legal considerations and constraints in-
volved in the conduct of FFD evaluations. It also provides an intro-
duction to prior case law regarding FFD issues. Clearly, a single chap-
ter cannot be viewed as an exhaustive resource as the law changes
quite rapidly. There are also local and state variations in laws and
interpretations which may contradict approaches in another jurisdic-
tion. However, there are certain overarching legal principles which are
addressed in this chapter. It is presented to give both police executives
and evaluators a window into the legal consequences and constraints
of FFD evaluations.

I have tried to incorporate a variety of objective and subjective
observations on the field of FFD in law enforcement personnel. No
one resource can answer all questions, but I hope this work will stim-
ulate thought and discussion. In addition, it will hopefully assist future
attempts to better understand and treat the difficulties that law
enforcement professionals encounter in the performance of their haz-
ardous and stressful public service.

KATHLEEN P. DECKER
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION TO FITNESS-FOR-DUTY
EVALUATIONS IN LAW ENFORCEMENT
PERSONNEL

KATHLEEN P. DECKER
I. THE PURPOSE

1.1 Why?

here are several reasons to perform FFD evaluations. First, law

enforcement personnel are the guardians of public safety. It is
important that guardians of public safety are themselves healthy and
trustworthy (Wu, 1984). This has been stated in legal language as guar-
anteeing “stable, reliable and productive workforce” (Yin v. State of
California, 95 F.3d 864).

Second, law enforcement personnel undergo extensive mental and
physical testing and a training process which is highly selective. The
department or agency has thus invested time, money, and education
to train the officer. If officers contract a temporary or treatable mental
illness which affects their ability to perform their job, they should be
offered an opportunity to undergo such treatment and resume pro-
ductive employment. This is codified in the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA, 1984). Specifically, Title IT of the Americans
with Disabilities Act of 1990 and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973 seek to prohibit discrimination against individuals with dis-
abilities on the basis of disability (42 U.S.C. § 12131, et seq., 29 U.S.C.
§ 794). If a psychiatrist or psychologist determines that a law enforce-
ment professional is suffering from a disability, the employer must
make reasonable accommodations to the employee rather than sum-
marily terminating him or her on the basis of poor performance (Wu,
1984).
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4 Fit, Unfit or Misfit?

A third function of a FFD evaluation is to assist agencies in ascer-
taining whether a law enforcement personnel’s behavior is misconduct
or the result of a treatable mental illness. If the set of circumstances or
the officer’s behavior precipitating the FFD evaluation is found to be
the result of misconduct, then disciplinary action is the appropriate
course. Both referring agencies and evaluators are unanimous that rec-
ommendations regarding law enforcement disciplinary process are not
the province of a FFD evaluator, but rather must be dealt with accord-
ing to policies and procedures of the agency in accordance with local,
state, and federal employment laws. Thus, determining whether an
individual should receive progressive discipline is not an issue for the
evaluator to determine. However, if the officer is found to be suffering
from a mental health condition, the chief or sheriff may elect to defer
or delay certain disciplinary steps due to mitigating circumstances
until the officer returns to duty. The author encourages heads of agen-
cies to view the disciplinary process as separate and as a parallel track
to the FFD evaluation. It is important for the disciplinary process to
proceed whether or not the officer is determined to have a mental ill-
ness, but the delivery of such disciplinary action may be changed on
the basis of the FFD evaluation.

The conduct of these examinations is important. FFD evaluation is
used as a means of evaluating the psychiatric status of an officer.
Evaluators need to remember that evaluees view themselves at risk of
job loss from the moment they are informed they have been required
to submit to a FFD evaluation. Therefore, it is incumbent upon evalu-
ators to maintain compassion as well as neutrality in the performance
of these evaluations. Agencies must be prepared to defend the need
for a FFD evaluation and not to seek these evaluations as an alterna-
tive to the disciplinary process, or as a solution for personnel issues. It
is counterproductive for an agency to order the evaluation and face a

lawsuit for invasion of privacy or wrongful termination (Pettus v. Cole,
49 Cal. App. 4th 402).

II. THE PROCESS

1.2 Content of the Evaluation

The content of the FFD Evaluation and evaluation materials is sim-
ilar to that of a general mental health evaluation but has important dif-
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ferences. A fitness-for-duty evaluation comprises much of the same
material as a general psychiatric evaluation, with some important
additional information. The usual categories in an evaluation should
be addressed. These include: the referral source, chief complaint, the
history of present illness, past psychiatric and medical history, educa-
tional history, social history, family history, profile of substance use,
allergies, mental status exam, differential diagnosis, and DSM-IV
diagnoses (see Appendix I for a sample evaluation).

Several additional kinds of supplemental information are important
in fitness-for-duty evaluation which distinguishes it from civilian eval-
uations. This information includes military history and type of dis-
charge, careful chronology of law enforcement or corrections posi-
tions, previous complaints or commendations by supervisors, pres-
ence or absence of civilian or inmate complaints against the officer,
and past or present involvement by the evaluee in legal action against
the agency or institution (Varela. 1999). It is important to establish per-
sonal weapons possessed by the officer as well in light of the potential
for suicide or homicide in dysfunctional officers. Finally, as most law
enforcement personnel utilize physical training heavily as an outlet for
stress, it is also useful to quantitate the evaluee’s exercise regimen and
whether there have been any recent changes in the frequency of
his/her routine. Collateral information that is necessary for most eval-
uations includes evaluations by direct supervisor and contacts with
Human Resources. Careful consideration of complaints by family
members, for example, domestic violence or other pending legal com-
plaints, may also be important. It is advisable that documents pertain-
ing to work performance, attendance and discipline be forwarded to
the evaluating professional subsequent to or along with the initial eval-
uation visit (Johnson, 1995, Perry, 2002, Reynolds, 2002).

1.3 Collateral Interviews

Specific inquiries should be made to discern the origin of problems
precipitating a fitness-for-duty evaluation. The evaluator must at times
differentiate individual pathology vs. workplace conflicts. Emphasis
should be placed on methods to maintain neutrality and provide an
impartial evaluation. In certain cases where the evaluee is resistant to
the evaluation process, it may be preferable to provide the work per-
formance and/or complaint documentation affer the initial evaluation





