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PREFACE

If a comprehensive understanding of the nature and effectiveness of the
police role in dealing with adverse trauma events is to be developed, it is

necessary to empirically integrate such events into the police career path. At
present, there is no comprehensive resource to address this issue. There is a
growing recognition that stress risk can in some cases begin prior to police
work and extend after retirement from police work. It thus becomes neces-
sary to incorporate pre-employment and the retirement period into accounts
of the psychological impact of policing. Similarly, the implications of the
changing gender balance in police agencies needs to be accommodated. To
date, these issues have not been explored systematically within a framework
that embraces the whole career of police officers. Such an approach is essen-
tial if we are better able to understand the complex and changing interactions
that affect the psychological well-being of police officers. This approach is
based on the premises that: 

• officers can experience both positive and negative outcomes as a result
of confronting highly challenging events which may coexist

• these outcomes are influenced by different resilience and vulnerability
mechanisms

• the organizational environment and practices, the family environment,
and the societal environment introduce significant and independent
influences on these outcomes

• changes in factors such as gender and ethnic composition contribute to
issues that influence the nature of the organizational environment

• posttrauma outcomes are influenced by the interaction between indi-
vidual, team and organizational levels of analysis

• positive and negative posttrauma outcomes are also influenced by fac-
tors that, over the course of officers’ careers, commence prior to their
employment and persist beyond the point at which they retire or dis-
engage from police work

v



We propose with this book to develop a viable resource to explore inter-
active issues of trauma over the entire police career course. The book will
draw upon empirical research to provide an evidence-based approach to
traumatic stress risk management. We will start with police officer pre-
employment experiences and conclude with a discussion of the implications
of disengagement or retirement from the police role.

The contents of the proposed text will include:

• Incorporation of police trauma into a life-career course perspective
• Changing context and nature of police work (e.g., sources of trauma

and uncertainty, community relations)
• Recruitment, selection, and socialization in the context of critical inci-

dent and terrorist work (e.g., pre-employment experiences, organiza-
tional influences on capacity to confront uncertainty, developing resili-
ence within an organizational context)

• Changing gender balance in policing
• Training and development in uncertain times
• Managing risk, resilience, vulnerability, and adversarial growth
• Organizational context (e.g., management systems, organizational cul-

ture)
• Family dynamics and issues
• Team: inter and intraorganizational
• Health and mental health
• Consequences of long-term exposure to hazards
• Disengagement and retirement

We feel that this book is unique in two ways. First, the majority of volumes
on police psychological issues do not differentiate with regard to career stage.
Second, very few books reflect complex patterns of interaction between vul-
nerability and resilience characteristics that occur at individual, team, group,
and organizational levels, as well as involving interaction between these lev-
els. This book will be one of the first to pull these various threads together
and provide a comprehensive account of the impact of trauma throughout
the police career. This work will provide a framework that police agencies
can use to develop their officers and their organizations in ways that enhance
their capability to confront an increasingly uncertain future. It will also be
useful as a teaching tool for police officers, mental health professionals, and
supportive organizations.

vi Traumatic Stress in Police Officers



CONTENTS

Page
Chapter

1. CONCEPTUALIZATION: THE POLICE CAREER COURSE
AND TRAUMA STRESS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
The Life-Course Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

Life-Course Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
Life-Course Theory and Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
Important Life-Course Theory Concepts and Issues  . . . . . . . 8

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: Life-Course Impact . . . . . . . . . . . 9
Police Career Pathways and Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

An Early Example: Stress “Stages” of a Police Career  . . . . . 12
The Impact of Pre-employment Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
Assimilation into the Police Role  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
Individual Assimilation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Social Assimilation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18
Coping Efficacy and the Acquired Police Role  . . . . . . . . . . . 20
The Police Role and Relationships . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
Increased Trauma Potential  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22
External Life Events: Transitions to Depression  . . . . . . . . . . 23

Risk  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24
After the Battle Is Over: Retirement and Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . 27
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

2. ORGANIZATIONAL INFLUENCES ON CRITICAL
INCIDENT STRESS RISK  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
Identifying Sources of Diversity  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31
The Influence of Organizational Life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

Risk in Operational Contexts  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

vii



Organizational Context  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
Organizational Climate and Culture  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
Organizational Factors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41
Operational and Organizational Risk  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

3. FROM CIVILIAN TO RECRUIT: SELECTING THE
RIGHT STUFF  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
Selection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Dimensions of the Five Factor Model  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52
Personality and Police Performance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
Comparing Police and the Public . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The Personality Profile of Police Recruits  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58
Comparing Recruits and the General Population  . . . . . . . . . 59

Deciding to Enter Police Work: Motivations and
Expectations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

Motivators  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64
Family  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64
Power . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Satisfiers  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66
Prior Experience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66
People  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Pre-employment Traumatic Experience . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69
Prior Traumatic Experience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

4. FROM RECRUIT TO OFFICER: TRANSITION AND
SOCIALIZATION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73
Prior Traumatic Experience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

Prior Trauma and Vulnerability  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76
Prior Trauma and Resilience . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Prior and Early Career Traumatic Experience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78
The Number of Operational Critical Incidents  . . . . . . . . . . . 78
On Versus Off-Duty Experiences  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
Hassles and Uplifts and Posttrauma Outcomes . . . . . . . . . . . 80
The Influence of Pre-Employment and Operational

Traumatic Experience on Posttraumatic Growth
(PTG)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82

viii Traumatic Stress in Police Officers



Adjusting to Work in a Police Agency  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84
Socialization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86
Academy Training . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86

Academic Environment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
Atmosphere  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88

Transition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89
Administration and Procedures  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90
Practical Skills  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91
Jobs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
Public Response  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94
Public Understanding and Expectations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95

Impersonality  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
Media Reporting  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96

Coping  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 98

5. MALADAPTIVE COPING DURING THE POLICE
CAREER . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101
Police Coping Efficacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101

Coping Impact: “Acting Out” the Police Role  . . . . . . . . . . . 103
Alcohol Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103
Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105

Trauma and Police Suicide  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107
Family Disruption  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109
Intervention Strategies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

Trauma Risk Management  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 110
Alcohol Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111
Suicide Prevention . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111

The Intervention Role of the Police Supervisor . . . . . . . . . . . . 112
Peer Support Programs in Law Enforcement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 113

6. GENDER DIFFERENCES IN POLICING  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
Police Culture and Women Officers  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117

Women Officers and Critical Incident Stress Risk  . . . . . . . 120
Gender and Social Support  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121

7. THE CHANGING NATURE OF EXPOSURE DURING THE
POLICE CAREER: TERRORISM AND TRAUMA  . . . 125

Contents ix



Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125
Terrorist Response as a Sequential Process  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126

Mobilization—Response to Terror Events  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127
Stress Risk During Response to Acts of Terrorism  . . . . . . . 129
Event Characteristics  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
Organizational Factors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135

The Interagency Environment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136
Managing Risk After the Event  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 137

Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139

8. ACCOMMODATING TERRORISM AS RISK FACTOR:
THE ORGANIZATIONAL PERSPECTIVE  . . . . . . . . . . 141

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141
Acts of Terrorism and the Environment of Contemporary

Policing  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143
Organizational Learning, Change and Future Capability  . . . . 145

Organizational Change  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147
Organizational Influences on Officer Thinking, Well-Being

and Performance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148
Agency Planning and Officer Deployment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 149
Decision Making  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 149
The Multiagency and Multijurisdictional Context  . . . . . . . 150
Organizational Influence on Response Schema . . . . . . . . . . 151
Organizational Influence on Managing Risk after

the Event  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154
Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 155

9. THE LIFE OF ESTABLISHED OFFICERS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157
Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157
Satisfaction and Its Antecedents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

Organizational Climate and Job Satisfaction  . . . . . . . . . . . . 159
Occupational Experiences and Individual

Characteristics  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 160
Coping  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161

Emotional Social Support  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161
Denial . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 163
Behavioral Disengagement  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 163
Extraversion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 164

Established Officers: Perceptions of Police Life . . . . . . . . . . . . 164

x Traumatic Stress in Police Officers



External Aspects  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 165
Family and Friends  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 165
Public  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166

Occupational Experiences  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167
Frustrations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 171
Camaraderie and Support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 172

Personal Influences  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 175
General Coping  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 175
Critical Incident Response  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 177
Personal Change  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 179

10. MANAGING CRITICAL INCIDENT STRESS RISK:
INTEGRATING PERSON, TEAM, AND ORGANIZA-
TIONAL FACTORS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 182

Introduction  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 182
A Life Course Critical Incident Intervention . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183

Integrating Officer, Team, and Organizational Factors  . . . . 184
Modeling Resilience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 184

Organizational Characteristics, Coping, and Resilience  . . . . . 185
Empowerment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

Empowerment as an Enabling Process  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187
Critical Incidents, Incident Assessment, and Behavior  . . . . 190
Empowerment Schema and Resilience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 193
Access to Resources  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
Trust  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196
Dispositional Influences  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196
Modeling Empowerment and Resilience  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197
Senior Officer Support and Empowerment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197
Peer Cohesion and Empowerment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198
Hardiness and Empowerment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 199

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200

11. DISENGAGEMENT FROM POLICE SERVICE: THE
IMPACT OF A CAREER END . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
Police Retirement  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 203

Police Retirement and Feelings of Loss  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206
Vestiges of Trauma After Disengagement  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 207

Residuals of Police Occupational Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 207

Contents xi



Addiction to Prior Occupational Trauma  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209
Prior Trauma and the Loss of Group Support  . . . . . . . . . . . 211
The Police Family: Issues of Left-Over Trauma  . . . . . . . . . 212

Conclusions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213

12. CONCLUSION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Benefits and Limitations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 218
Lessons and Implications  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 219

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225
Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 249
About the Authors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255

xii Traumatic Stress in Police Officers



TRAUMATIC STRESS
IN POLICE OFFICERS





Chapter 1

CONCEPTUALIZATION: THE POLICE
CAREER COURSE AND TRAUMA STRESS

INTRODUCTION

The average career length of a police officer in the United States is
approximately 20–25 years. Most officers complete their career

paths for that period of time and then retire to civilian life. During this
time, serving officers face the prospect of repeated exposure to poten-
tially traumatic or critical events. Understandably, this aspect of police
work has attracted considerable interest. However, most of the
research into traumatic stress phenomena in police officers has
focused on the consequences of specific events that are located at a sin-
gle point in an officer’s career. While informative, such brief snapshots
(from a whole of career perspective) can provide only limited insights
into a reality that will extend over decades and in which the events
and the context in which events are experienced is evolving. Adopting
a career-length perspective provides a more comprehensive approach
to understanding how the implications of repeated traumatic or criti-
cal experiences and events unfold over time in the context of chang-
ing organizational and societal circumstances. 

Adopting a career-length perspective makes it easier to appreciate a
need to consider how traumatic experiences interact with one another
over time and it increases awareness of the need to consider how
changes in the nature of police work and the societal context in which
officers and agencies operate over time can influence the kinds of inci-
dents officers will have to contend with, their implications for well-
being, and the need to develop interventions accordingly. For exam-
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ple, increased recognition of the risk posed by terrorism has influ-
enced how police agencies plan, how they deploy officers, and it has
affected the resource and equipment needs required by officers. These
changes, in turn, have influenced how officers interpret and respond
to critical incidents and it has had significant implications for how offi-
cers and the police agency relate to society (see Chapters 8 and 9). The
objective of this book is to demonstrate how adopting a career per-
spective can provide a more comprehensive conceptualization of trau-
matic stress processes as they apply to police officers and agencies and
provide a framework that can be used to guide research and interven-
tion agenda in ways that reflects the changes that can occur over the
course of a police career that can span decades. 

The purpose of this chapter is to develop a conceptual basis for
understanding the impact of trauma throughout the career course of
police officers. We will first develop a conceptual perspective of the
police career, borrowing from the rubric of life-course theory (Elder,
1996). Second, we will discuss how pre-employment traumatic experi-
ences influence officer’s experience of the critical incidents they
encounter as serving officers throughout their careers. Third, officers’
assimilation into the police “role” and the impact of trauma within that
role will be discussed. Fourth, this chapter considers how demograph-
ic (e.g., gender) and societal (e.g., terrorism) factors introduce signifi-
cant changes into the context of policing in ways that affect the trau-
matic stress risk faced by officers. Fifth, the perspectives arising from
the preceding discussions are integrated into a conceptual model for
managing critical incident stress risk. Finally, the spillover of residual
trauma into police retirement will be discussed. This chapter will also
introduce some conceptual issues that can inform understanding of a
life-course perspective on traumatic stress in police officers. Discussion
commences with an introduction to the conceptual perspective that
life-course theory brings to understanding traumatic stress processes in
police officers and agencies. 

THE LIFE-COURSE MODEL

The life-course perspective is an ideal conceptualization on which to
base a police career model. In its simplest sense, the life course may
be defined as the “duration of a person’s existence” (Riley, 1986). (For
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an excellent review of life course theory, see Crime and the Life Course,
Michael L. Benson, Roxbury Publishing, 2001.) Elder (1985, 1996) a
leading figure in life-course research, defines the life course as the
interconnected trajectories that a person has as they go through life. A
trajectory is a sequence of linked states within a conceptually defined
range of behavior or experience. It is a pathway over the life span. As
people move through this trajectory, they graduate from one level to
another. Transitions are always embedded in trajectories, and the
states that make up a trajectory are always linked to one another by
transitions (Elder, 1996). 

Life-Course Theory

According to Elder (1985), the life-course perspective is based on
four central premises, which can be summarized as the following: 

• Aging and developmental change must be viewed as continuous
processes that occur throughout life. 

• Trajectories in different realms of life are interconnected and have
reciprocal effects on one another. 

• Human development is influenced by social and historical condi-
tions. 

• Efforts to optimize human development through preventive or
corrective interventions will be most effective if they are sensitive
to the developmental needs and capabilities of particular age peri-
ods in the life span. 

The first premise is simple to understand—as persons go through life,
they change from beginning to end. There is no such thing as a “stat-
ic” life, and this holds true for biological, psychological, and social
change. 

According to the second premise of the life-course perspective, tra-
jectories in these different life domains are intimately connected and
have reciprocal effects on each other (Elder, 1985). Biological change
can effect social change, and psychological disruption (such as trauma)
can affect us biologically and socially. The third premise that life path-
ways are multidetermined and influenced by social and historical con-
ditions and changes (Magnusson & Bergman, 1990) is interesting. Our
individual lives are linked to the lives of others in the sense that

Conceptualization 5



changes in the lives of persons around us can have an impact on our
own trajectories (Elder, 1996).

A good example of the kind of interdependency envisaged by Elder
concerns the ways in which families and other significant individuals
help shape the life course. This issue is examined in more detail in
Chapter 3, which introduces how family history of police work can
influence officer’s perceptions of their role even before they enter the
profession. However, families represent only one source of influence
on our lives.

Broader social conditions and changes also influence the life course.
Our lives carry the imprint of what happens in our particular social
worlds (Elder, 1992). If our social world undergoes rapid change, it
can disrupt our lives and change the timing and direction of life.
Events that involve trauma for example can disrupt life dramatically,
visibly, and quickly. Just such a change occurred on September 11th
2001. The events of 9/11 represented a significant transition point, and
one with far-reaching implications for understanding and managing
traumatic stress processes in police officers (see Chapters 7 and 8). 

Other social changes occur incrementally and work their effects
more slowly, less visibly, but just as profoundly. Examples of the latter
include, for example, entry into police work and officers’ subsequent
socialization into police life. These change processes are examined in
Chapters 3 and 4, and again in Chapter 9, as officers’ relationships
with the society (and its members) they protect and serve develop over
time. These relationships, in turn, influence how officers make sense
of their world and respond to events. 

The fourth premise of the life-course perspective simply alerts us to
the fact that people are influenced by different things at different
stages of life. The timing of events and interventions is crucial to their
effect. What may be an effective intervention strategy for one may not
work as well for other officers. Timing is important as it relates to the
effects of both unplanned events and planned interventions that occur
in the life course (Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998). This perspective
has important implications for police officers who experience rigorous
selection, training and socialization processes designed to facilitate
their ability to exercise their role competently and with integrity. 

The life-course perspective holds to the principle of contextualism,
which argues that development cannot be separated from the context
in which it occurs (Dannefer, 1984). Related to the principle of con-
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