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Part 1
Preventing Police Burnout

Chipping Away The Hard Shell

- Ron Hoath -
Chief of Police Port Hope Police Service

N ot long ago, | attended a
graduation ceremony at the
Ontario Police College and watched
several hundred recruits about to em-
bark on a career in law enforcement.
The recruits all had an obvious desire
to get out into the real world after ten
weeks of classes. Their mothers and
fathers were proud of their sons and
daughters, but while talking with
them, you could sense a certain
apprehension about the dangers that
would lie in the path of their loved
ones. My mind drifted back to my
own graduation over twenty years ago
and to the thoughts of entering the
world of policing.

The new recruits and myself alike
believed that the most dangerous part
of policing would be the potential of
being shot while answering a bank
holdup call or of having your throat
slit by a drug-crazed addict. Although
these fears are very real, many of the
recruits will become victims of another
danger, burnout. | believe that
burnout, which is caused by an ac-
cumulation of negative stressors, is
one of the greatest problems facing
the police community today.

During a tour of duty, an officer will
typically give out traffic and parking
tickets, be subject to verbal abuse,
handle sudden death as a routine call,
try to sooth victims of crime and pro-
cess what at times comes to be seen
as a parade of one criminal after
another. There are very few profes-
sions in which the forces of negativism
are as strong as those that face the
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police officer on a daily basis; these
negative forces continue each and
every shift of an officers career until
retirement, resignation, or death, and
can over time, erode an officers’
effectiveness.

The results of burnout can be
devastating with both the officer and
the police agency suffering the con-
sequences. The officer may resort to
any number of things once burnout
has set in; one of the most common
effects is that the officer simply just
stops working. They usually continue
to pick up their pay cheque, but go
out of their way to avoid taking radio
calls, turn a blind eye to offences, take
longer and longer to clear from a call
and in general, become ineffective. In
the worst cases the officer will resort
to alcohol abuse, drug abuse, or even
suicide.

In spite of the dismal picture | have
just painted, there are a number of
things that both the officer and his
police force can do to prevent burnout
from occurring.

One of the first factors that leads to
burnout occurs shortly after we join
the force. At the police academy and
among our peers the concept of the
“hard shell stainless steel” officer is the
norm. We are expected to investigate
the drowning of a young child or the
shooting of an elderly variety store
clerk and do it without outward signs
of emotion. We must be the one who
remains cool and calm when
everyone else becomes hysterical. We
are the ones who must prepare the

reports that will have to stand up in
court months or even years later
under the severe cross examination of
a top defence lawyer all the while en-
suring that the accused is given his full
rights under the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms.

If the officer is to continue to per-
form under these pressures and
remain productive until retirement we
must make sure that the officer
receives the proper support. One of
the first support programs that | feel
an officer should have available is
stress counseling.

There is a strong consensus that
counseling should be made man-
datory in order to overcome negative
peer pressure that can result when an
officer goes for counseling. Many of
the older officers will consider the
officer weak if he attends counseling
on his own.

Experts in the area of critical inci-
dent stress have found that if the
entire group receives counseling
shortly after a traumatic incident, the
result can be very effective. It has also
been discovered that many persons
who have undergone a traumatic
experience need only a brief period
of counseling.

The early recruit training period of
our police career is very important
and proper training must be available
if we are to dispel the myth that police
officers can handle any incident
without help. Experience has proven
to us that this concept has resulted in
many police officers becoming burnt
out who otherwise might have gone
on to productive careers. If you are
saying to yourself that available
counseling is just too expensive, com-
pare the cost of a few hours of
counseling to the cost of placing an
officer on disability and recruiting
another to take his place.

Community policing was the only
way that we performed the function
of law enforcement up until the early
sixties when the pressures to become
mobile and to provide faster response
to calls for service took officers away
from the citizens and placed them in
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