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Stress Awareness

Joseph J. Hurrell, Jr., and William H. Kroes
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
Cincinnati, Ohio

In the past five years, the topic of stress in policing has received in-
creased attention from researchers, police officials, police unions and the
public at large. As research uncovers more and more of the dire effects of
job stress, those concerned with the performance, safety and well being of
police officers are gradually beginning to recognize that stress is something
more than mere griping or job tension. Perhaps Joseph Wambaugh comes close
to capturing the enormity of the problem in the statement:

The physical dangers of being a cop are already vastly
overrated by TV and movies, while no one pays attention
to the more serious. danger which is the emotional vio-
lence of the job that drives cops to divorce, suicide,
alcoholism and drug addiction in greater numbers than
any other vocational group.

Yet what are these emotional dangers? What is job stress and what are
its consequences?

That we don't know all the psychological dangers in police work nor their
consequences is painfully obvious. What is most disheartening, however, is
that very few of those persons closest to policing are themselves aware, ex-
cept perhaps superficially, of what job stress is and how it affects the
ptysical and mental health of police officers and the health and well being
of their families. This lack of awareness is evident from the questions and 4
pleas for help which are directed to us by line police officers, union represen-
tatives and senior level police officials. Although lack of awareness is in
many ways understandable, it is unfortumate. For when individuals are unaware
of the nature of threats to their well being, they are less able to escape, avoid
or directly confront them. Thus, in order to successfully cope with stress on
an individual or organizational level, officers need to be made aware of the
nature of job stress and its consequences, for awareness alone may serve to both
prevent job stress and mediate its effects.

Awareness of job stress serves as a stress reducer in several ways. By
being aware of the nature of psychological job stress, the officer is alerted
to the potential danger facing him and is cognizant of the fact that stress is
in part a funetion of his enviromment and not totally within and unique to him-
self. Stress awareness enables him to more easily mobilize his defenses.
Another important function of awareness is that it places the unknown into the
realm of the known, Awareness further serves a training or rehearsal function,
so the officer will be prepared for what is to come and be able to monitor reac-~
tions to sometimes "overwhelming” events. In addition, awareness gives the
officer the knowledge that stress is not just some little irritant that coues
and goes, but can profoundly affect his hea’ life, and job performance.

By knowing that job stress is a significant problem, the officer will be more
motivated and willing to take the appropriate steps to see that it does not get
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the best of him. As the old saying goes, "Forewarned is forearmed." Moreover,
being aware of the cause of one's discomfort often brings about some relief,
through a reduction in the anxiety and worry over the unknown. In the hope

of creating such an awareness, the following paper will attempt to auswer a
series of the more common questions about stress in policing.

What is job stress?

To be sure, we all have some rough idea of what is meant by the term job
stress, yet evepn among researchers there is no universally accepted definition.
Indeed, uses of the term job stress have been so general and so diverse that
the likelihood of complete agreement on any precise conceptual definition
seems remote, One model of job stress, however, has generated significant
research findings and is increasingly being accepted by the research community.
In this "stress-strain' model; job stress is defined as the condition in which
some factor, or combination of factors at work interacts with the worker to
disrupt his psychological and physiological equilibrium. The factor or combined
factors are referred to as job stressors and the disrupted equilibrium is called
job~related strain., (Margolis & Kroes, 1975),.

In the above definition the concept of factors interacting with the worker
is significant, as it is quite clear that individuals respond to identical job
situations in very different ways. One police officer, for example, may be up~-
set at being assigned to a traffic detail, while another might find the work
enjoyable. The strain (or disrupted equilibrium) which occurs as a result of
this interaction between stressors and the individual may be manifested in a
number of ways. To begin with, workers may experience short-term subjective
states of anxiety, tension, anger and the like. Associated with these subjec-
tive states are transient clinical physiological changes, including changes in
levels of blood pressure, blood lipids, catacholamines, and many others. If the
stressors persist, or if the worker fails to cope with them, more chronic
depression, feelings of fatigue, or alienation may become evident, or more
serious physical health prcblems may develop.

No matter how job stress is defined, the most important thing to be aware
of is that psychological stress at work is a serious occupational hazard. Like
noxious chemicals in the working environment, job stressors are capable of caus-
ing serious health problems. How serious these problems are will be made
evident in later sections of this paper.

What are the sources of stress in policing?

Undoubtably a police officer's working environment is replete with potential
job stressors, and one could write a book just listing and explaining each
stressor. As this is cumbersome, for discussion purposes it ig helpful to group
the specific stressors under some general framework. One such framework (Kroes,
in press) makes a distinction between those stressors which are, by in large,
unique to policing, and those which are present in other occupational environments.
Table 1 presents a list of major job stressors found in policing (Kroes, in press;
Kroes, Margolis, and Hurrell, 1974) categorized in this fashion. Although this
list is certainly mnot exhaustive, it does give an idea of the diversity of ‘
strossors impinging on police officers. When one examines these two categories,
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Table 1

Some Major Stressors in Policing

Stregsors shared with other Occupations

Administration
Role Conflict

Second Job
Inactivity

Shift Work
Inadequate Resources

Territoriality

Work Overload
Responsibility for People
Promotional Procedures

Role Ambiguity

Job Complexity

Inequities in Pay and
Status

Police Specific Stressors

‘Courts

Negative Public Image

Racial Situations

Line of Duty/Crisis Situations

Policies concerning work assignment,
procedures and personal conduct

Situations in which officers are caught
between discrepant expectations

Holding down an additional part-time job
Physical and/or mental idleness

Having work hours other than normal
8 AM to 5 PM

Lack of the proper materials, equipment,
etc., necessary to carry out one's job

Working in an alien environment

Having too much work to do in a given
period of time

Having excessive responsibility for the
lives and welfare of others

Difficulties surrounding advancement
within the department

Not knowing one's exact role at work

Having to deal with many different
people, problems, and tasks

Being underpaid and under-recognized for
one's work compared to other occupations

Court rulings, procedures, and treatment
of police officers

Unfavorable attitudes held by citizens
toward police officers

Confrontations between police officers and
minority group members

Duty situations which either pose a threat

to the officers physical well being or
which may overwhelm him emotionally
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it can be seen that not all of the stressors in either category are truly in-
herent in policing. Both categories may therefore be further divided into two
sub-categories (or another framework): stressors inherent in the nature of
police work and stressors which have evolved and become a part of policing (See
Table 2). Thus divided, it appears that only the stressors responsibility for
people, complexity, organizational territorality and line of duty/crisis situa-
tions stem from the nature of police work and will always exist to some extent.
All others, then, seem to arise from other sources and can under "enlightened"
management be reduced or eliminated.

Examining those stressors shared with other occupations which have evolved
and become a part of policing, one can identify two distinct sources: the
organization and the community. Administraticn, promotional procedures, inade-
quate resources, shift work and second job are all in some way related to
organizational practices and procedures. There is a very direct relationship
between the nature of police organizations and the degree to which officers ex~
perience problems stemming from administration, promotional procedures and
inadequate resources. Generally speaking, those departments which are more
organizationally authoritarian seem to experience greater problems with these
stressors.

Table 2
Stressors in Policing Classified as to whether they are Inherent in the
Nature of Police Work or have Evolved

Shared Stressors

Inherent Evolved
Responsibility Administration
Complexity Role Conflict
Territoriality Second Job

Inactivity
Shift Work

Inequities in Pay Status
Work Overload
Promotional Procedures

Police Specific Stressors

Inherent Evolved

Line of Duty Crisis Courts
Negative Public Image
Racdial Situations

&
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Work overload, inactivity, role conflict, inequities in pay and status,
and role ambiguity are all shared strassors for police officers that have their
sources in the community. Whether an officer is overworked or spends long
periods of time in inactivity in part seems to depend on the socio-~economic
status and crime rate of the community and the size of the coumwnity's police
department. However, the degree to which officors experience role conflict or
perceive inequities in their pay and status cften depends on tue attitudes and
expectations of the citizenry. Further, if the officer is expected by the
comumity to perform a multiplicity of conflict roles (as is too often the case),
he 1i extremely likely to experience both role conflict and role ambiguity. If
the attitudes of the community members are hostile and if awareness of the
difficulty of the job is minimal, officers are not ornly like?y to feel inade~
quitely compensated for their work, but they are also likely to feel that they
are held in relatively low esteem.

Looking at the Police-Specific Stressors (Table 2) whi.) haove evolved and
become a part of policing, it can be seen that both negative public image and
racial situations also have their sources in the community. If the officer is
held in high esteem by the majority of residents in the .ommunity he is not
likely to enmcounter racial situations or be affected by the "cop™ label both
on and off the job. The courts stressor, however, is in many ways unique, in
that it is not traceable in origin directly to the <ommunity or organization.
The frustration experienced by police officers when a suspect is turned loose
on "technicalities" or receives a "light" sentence can be traced ouly to the
criminal justice system. Further, the discourtesy shown to police officer in
scheduling court appearances at inconvenient times appears to be a regult of
lack of awareness on the part of court officials of the problems wiich police
officers face. Also, the 'rough treatment" given to officers an ti.e witness
stand is a function of the established court system.

In conclusion, since the majority of the stressors listed have their
gsource in either the department's organizational structure or iun the attitudes
of citizenry, organizational change and public awareness is needed.

Can job stress cause heart attacks?

Although the exact causal chain between job stress and coronary heart
disease (CHD) has not been identified, research over the last 10-15 years has
demonstrated a clear association between psychological job stress and coronary
heart disease and its risk factors, such as high bloou pressure, high choles~
terol levels and heavy smoking (House, 1974). 1In fact K a growing mumber of
researchers have concluded that stress is a more impor .ant factor in the
etiology of coronary disease than diet, smoking a 1 ezcrcise combined
(McQuade, 1972).

Generally, three lines of evidence link job stress to CHD, First, there
are large occupational differences in wmorbidity and mor+ality from CHD and
cardiovascular diseases in general, which appear to be related to psychological
stress differences. Policemen, sheriffs, and marshal: in 3940, for example,
had a significantly higher death rate from diseases c¢f the cgrdiovascular
system that did lawyers and judges (Guralnick, 1963). Secondly, there is
strong evidence (House, 1972; Sales and House, 1971) that specific psychological
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factors such as low job satisfaction and low self-esteem in work (which are
thought to be strain consequences of stress) predispose men to heart disease.
A host of studies have documented relationships between specific job stressors
such as work overload and responsibility for people as heart disease risk
factors (e.g., Caplan and French, 1968).

Lastly, there are findings from studies of heart attack victims that point
to stress as a significant antecedent. For example, Russek and Zohman (1958),
studying 100 coronary patients and 100 controls, found that stress accounted for
a greater difference between the two groups than diet, heredity, smoking or
exercise!

With possibility of job stress being the most significant single factor
in the etiology of coronary heart disease and the fact that this disease annually
accounts for nearly one third of all deaths in the United States (CHD is the lead-
ing killer of working age males), we believe much more serious attention should
be paid to the problem of job stress and CHD. This is particularly true for those
in the police profession.

What are the consequences of shiftwork in policing?

In answering the question about the sources of stress in policing, shift
work was identified as a significant stressor, not just because of the physio-
logical effects of changing eating or sleeping habits, but also because of the
nsychological effects resulting from disruption .of family and social life. Con-~
cerning the physiological effects, it is now recognized that there are over fifty
fluctuating neuro~physiological rhythms within man, many of which are diurnal
in nature. Thase rhythms include such things as basal metabolic rate, blood
sugar levzl, blood temperature and mental efficiency. To what extent disrupted
physiological rhythms impact upon individual health is an unanswered question
(see Froberg and Akerstedt, in press). There is some evidence, however, which
suggest that physical health problems are related to the rate of adaptation of
time-oriented body functions to alterations of existing diurnal patterns. Mott,
Mann, McLaughlin, and Warwick (1965), for example, found the incidence of ulcers
and rheumatoid arthritis to be higher among shiftworkers who reported relatively
more difficulty in adjusting rhythmic time oriented body functioms,

How severe are the effects of the police officer's job on homelife in comparison
to other occupations?

A definite answer cannot be given to this question as there is very little
data available for comparison purposes. There are rumblings, however, that
police indeed do have more far'ly problems as a result of their work stress.
The high divorce rate statistics that various police departments have reported
seem to confirm this. :

Unlike families of workers in other high stress occupations, "police
families" are confronted with problems stemming solely from policing. One of
the most difficult of these is the stigma of being a "cop's wife' or "cop's
kid". Whether an officer brings the pressure of his work home wich him or not,
a segment of the commumity sees to it that the officer's wife and children are
reminded that her husband and their father is a "cop”. As a defense against
these strong negative pressures on them, police families tend to close in among

239




themselves and turn to each othec for support. The families in a sense become
socially isolated from the rest of the community. They are viewed with suspicion
and subjected to jokes and insults, especially when stories of police corruption
appear in the media,

In a similar vein, a double standard is applied to police officers and their
families. Children of police officers are expected by soclety to be beyond moral
reproach. Their teachers, neighbors and even their police officer father often
expect them to be better than other children. When they cannot live up to these
evaggerated expectations they are told that '"you should know better, your father
is a policeman". Certainly this treatment if not tempered with some understand-
ing can result in developmental problems.

In addition to the problems created for the wife by shift work, there is
always the shadow of potential danger. The fear of something happening to her
husband at work is often extreme and difficult to cope with. Add to this fear,
the problem of police officers trying to maintain a hardened image and show no
emotion and serious marital problems may result,

In summary, policing has the potential to cause serious family problems. 1In
addition to coping with the stress brought home by an officer, the police family
must cope with a host of other serious pressures. These pressures include a
negative image in the community and meeting the exaggerated expectations of
community members. Thus, it may well be that the effects of policing on homelife
are more severe In comparison to other occupations.

Is alcoholism job related?

Disentangling the web of interacting determinants in alcoholism is especially
difficult. Traditionally there have been too visws concerning alcoholism. The
first and probably more established view is that alcohlics are people who drink
because of some flaw in their personality. The second view, the medical model,
is that alcoholism is a disease and like other diseases it may afflict anyone,

In our opinion, however, both points of view are naive. Studies on alcohol addice~-
tion (e.g., Jellinek 1952; 1960) suggest the sequences from moderate social
drirking to chronic alcoholism follows a fairly predictable path. First of all,
social imitation gives rise to the practice of drinking. Once the practice of
normal social drinking becomes established, however, the powers of positive rein-
forcement become more significant than those of imitation. 1In other words, after
an individual begins drinking socially he may learn to his pleasure that alcohol
car, diminish stress and bolster his confidence. The rate at which he drinks may
be determined by the amount of stress he experiences. Given the presence of high
levels of stress, drinking can become a deeply ingrained stress coping technique.
It is especially powerful in this regard since its effects are immediate, in con-
trast to the slow and delayed character of other more complicated forms of coping.

From the above discussion, it seems logical to asgume that alcoholism is job
related to the extent that the stress an individual experiences eminates from
the working environment. A recent study by Margolis, Kroes and Quinn (1974)
lends some credence to this assumption. Using interview data from some 1,496
employed persons, these researchers found that overall job stress was signifi-
cantly related to escapist drianking, i.e., those experiencing high stress drank
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more than those experiz=ncing less job stress. Further they found significant
relations between escapist drinking and a number of specific job stressors. Thus
it might be stated that alcoholism can be job related depending on the pressures
resulting from work.

Looking at policing, in particular, it would seem that the police setting
is especially conducive {0 alcoholism. Since police officers frequently work
in an environment where social drinking is common place, it is relatively easy
for them to become social drinkers. The nature of their work and the environ-
ment in which it is performed provides the stress stimulus, All the officer
need do is discover how easy it is to alay stress by drinking. Although there
is no hard data to substantiate a high incidence of alcoholism among police,
department officials have reported informally that as many as 25 pexcent of the
officers in their respective departments have serious alcohol abust problems.

Traditionally police departments adhere tc the ''character flaw'" theory of
alcoholism explained above. Thig philoscphy walls for the <denunciation and
dismissal of an officer with a alcvhol problewn vecause recongizing him as a
symptom of underlying nroblare raflects cn the department. What is not con-
sidered is that alcoholism may result from the extraordinary stresses of the
job and that eliminating the officer does not do away with the sources of stress.

Does the existence of a police subculture intensify job stress?

Some maintain that "the existence of the police subculture probably greatly
intensifies stress. Police officers who always associate only with otherx
officers, talking shop, comparing experiences, exaggerating exploits, displaying
their manliness, are living and reliving their stressful experiences at the same
time that they are creating false and exaggerated expectations for themselves"
(from Kliesment, 1975). In our opinion the contrary occurs; the existence of
a police subculture does not intensify e*ress but reduces it. This building
of "esprit de corps'' serves a very positive function. Lacking positive feedback
from other segements of society, the aofficer is often able to obtain needed
social support only from his peers. Further, and perhaps more importantly, the
reliving of stressful experiences helps the officer to get the trauma off his
chest and allows others to see how difficult 31tuat10ns are handled, and also
increases their stress awareness!

Social support appears to be one of the stronger factors in mitigating the
strain consequences of job stress. Generally speaking, it seems to act as a
buffer between job stress and strain. That is to say, men who have high social
support from others in their work environment show few strain effects (laplan,
Cobb, French, Harrison and Pinneau, 1975). 1In fact, social support has been
shown to condition the effects of job stress on cortisol, blood pressure, glu-
cose, the number of cigarettes smoked, and the rate of quitting smoking (see
Caplan, et. al., 1975). Again relating to the police subculture, the police
peer group can and often does serve as a major source of social support for the
individual officer.

As stated, one's peers can play a positive role in terms of stress reduc-—
tion, However, there are negative factors in the police subculture which
diminish the potential force for good. There is often an exttreme competitiveness
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between officers which is disruptive of good psychological functioning. Also,
at times there ig a fear to relate all to one's peers, fear of looking bad,

or fear that officers might pass on damaging information which may hurt their

career. It must be remembered that promotional opportunities in policing are

poor and only a few advance up the ranks. This creates a sort of juggling for
positions which hinders a true group c<ohesion.

Does exercise help reduce stress?

Although this specific gquestion has received little research attention, a
ereat deal of literature indirectly suggest that achieving physical fitness
through regular systematic physical activity may reduce stress or mediate its
effects. To begin with, there is evidence which suggests that habitual exer-
cise produces a decreased susceptibility to cardiovascualar incidents (e.g.,
Fox and Skinner, 1964). In fact, two recent studies (Paffenbarger and Hale,
19745 Kroener, 1973) strongly indicate that repeated bursts of strenuous
exercise establish a plateau of protection against coronary mortality. Im
simple terms, exercise helps develop a collateral blood supply network which
in an emergency, such as a blood clot, will provide an alternate pathway for
blood flow.

Exercise may also benefit individuals psychologically, since through ex—
ercise the individual is able to unwind and release some built-up tension. The
benefits suggested by the literature from regular exercise include greater
relaxation, greater participation in family and social activities, improvement
in work attitudes, and increased capacity for work and recreation (Kroener, 1973).

One caution concerring exercise: just being 'physically fit" is not, by
itgelf, adequate insurance against experiencing the health consequences of job
stress. We mention this caution bacause there appears to be a tendency in
policing to hit upon one answer in stress reduction, and to proceed as if it
was the panacea, immediately installing or crusading for that technique as
the answer. In the particular case of formalized physical fitness programs, it
is just cone technique, and one which we would conzider a"down the line variable"
(i.e., one that may have less payoff than some others for stress reduction in
policing).

Given that policing is a high stress occupation, what can be done about it?

Though stress reduction may be accomplished in a myriad of ways, the
various methods all fall within cne of the following categories: eliminating
the stressors, increasing the individual's stress coping ability, or providing
the stressed individual with help (Kroes, in press). Although the following
paragraphs discuss these three types of methods individually, one must bear in
mind that every person is somwhat unique in his reaction to stress and no single
method can be expected to work optimally for all individuals. Thus, what is most
desirable is a systems approach combining various methods to meest the special
needs of a particular department.
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Of the three types of stress reduction methods, probably the most effec-
tive approach involves identifying and eleminating the job stressors. Although
there are a number of ways to go about identifying stressors, one of the
easiest involves using the "consultant" services of the rank and file officer.
The officer on the street has built up a wealth of experience and intimately
knows the stressors which impinge on him. By getting a group of experienced
officers together to talk about stress problems, the most significant stressors
can be identified, Once the major stressors are known, ideas need to be de-
veloped on how they may be eliminated. Since organizational change may be
necessitated, the full cooperation of management is necessary in this process.
It is also especially important to allow individual officers to partiripate
in any decision about eliminating a stressor which directly affects their job
should it be found that a particular stressor is "impossible' to eliminate, job
rotation may be helpful. That is, personnel could be rotated on and off assign~
ments so that they are faced with as little of the stressor as an individual's
stress coping ability might be used in a comprehensive stress reduction program.
In a practical sense, these techniques involve training in stress awareness, in-
sights into self and others, and specific skill training. Since the advantages
of training in stress awareness were discussed in some detail earlier, they
will not be reiterated in the following discussion.

Most individuals have available a major untapped resource to help them
cope with stress-~themselves. Yet this resource will remain untapped as long
as the individual is ignorant of how to use his full potential. Therefore,
an officer needs training to understand his own reactions to various stimuli.
Since the officer's job to a large extent involves interacting with people, he
also needs training in what roles personality, motivation, cognition, emotion,
fear, etc., have in affecting human behavior. Although it is unreasonable
to expect an officer to become a fully trained behavioral scientist, there is
a body of practical psychology that the officer needs to know and be trained in.
Since there are college courses and instructors available around the ccountry
this training is readily available and should be considered.

Specific skills training differs from the above two mentioned approaches
in increasing an individual's ability to cope with stress in that the officer
is taught how to act and deal with specific stituations. Training in dealing
with events which are highly stressful and which the officer is very likely to
encounter is especially called for. These events include family crisis situ-
ations, racial conflicts, and child tragedies. Through training, the officer's
skills are improved and his overall stress level is decreased when he faces
the situations, as he is somewhat desensitized to the events.

Another distinct type of specific skill training involves the learning
of psychological processes pertinent to police work (such as human communi-
cation, group dynamics, and organizational behavior). Take the stress of
administration for example. One way to better handle it is to know more about
the human side of organizations. To do this specific training in group dyna-
mics and organizationational psychology would prove useful, as it would give
the officers nmew awareness into the nature and dynamics involved in organiza~
tions. Another type of training would be toward developing improved
communications skills, much of the friction in policing is a result of either
police~citizen interaction or police-police administration interactiomn.
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Training in direct relaxation techniques may also prove to be useful in
a stress reduction. One of the more promising of these techniques involves the
use of biofeedback. As the name implies, the individual is given feedback on
his biological processes. From this feedback, he may learn to relax and elimi-
nate problems such as tension, anxiety and migraine headaches. Another relaxa-
tion technique of some benefit to policing is neuromuscualr relaxation. Here
the officer is also trained in how to relax his body, but in this case by
conscious effort to detect and subsequently control residual muscle tension
(without the aid of monitoring devices). There are more exotic but mno less
effective relaxation techniques such as yoga, transcendental medication and the
1ik All have one thing in common--they help the individual become more aware
¢” himself and his body and help him to physically relax. As suggested earlier,
the third category of stress reduction techmiques includes those methods which
are aimed at providing the stressed individual with help. Either an acute
gituational crisis or a slow buildup of job-related strain to a chronic and
dangerous level can cause a police officer to need professional help. In most
communities there are mental health professionals available, yet these profes-
sionals are often ill prepared to deal with police personnel because of their
lack of familiarity with the nature of police work and the pressures a police
officer experiences. Therefore, it is advisable to have a full-time mental
health worker on the police force, This arrangement has several advantages.
For one, the consultant gets to know on an intimate level the workings of the
police force and the problems involved. For another, the men learn to trust
and find it easier to discuss their problems and the problems of their families.
The full-time health consultant also is more able to provide viable inputs to
the department on stress matters.

Stressed officers may also be provided with help in more informal ways,
Social support, as mention earlier, is one of the more important avenues avail-
able for reducing stress. A supportive supervisor is a tremendous resourse to
his men in times of trouble. Social support from the family is also extremely
important and can be encouraged in a number of ways. One is simply to encourage
a get—-together between experienced police officers wives and the wives of new
recruits., The senior wives can relate their experiences, and in so doing begin
to prepare the younger wives for what is to be expected and the difficult periods
their husbands may go through.
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