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DISCLAIMER: This report is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to replace official 

departmental policies. The author does not represent any law enforcement agency named herein, or any 

other city, county, state or federal agency. For any questions about policy, consult your agency. 
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So, you’ve landed your dream job and graduated from the academy. Congratulations. Now, one of the 

toughest years of your life is about to begin. 

 

You are going to discover that there are many dangers in this career. Most, you’ve studied at the academy 

– from armed suspects, car crashes and other on-the-job accidents to the temptations of easy money and 

the potential for abusing your power. 

 

But there is another danger that is much quieter, more insidious and that claims more officers than any of 

the other threats combined. It is plain, simple stress. 

 

Stress is a physiological and psychological reaction to perceived emotional or physical threats. 

 

Obviously, whether it’s trying to deal rationally with people who are acting at the height of their own 

emotions or going through a darkened doorway after an armed suspect, the every day work of policing 

constantly puts officers in situations in which their emotional stability or physical safety is threatened. 

 

On top of the situations unique to police work, officers have to face intense scrutiny from the public, the 

media and their own command staff. And, they have to deal with the same general workplace problems 

common to all people  – clueless bosses, long hours, too much work and difficult commutes. 

 

This all adds up to a tremendous amount of pressure. If not handled properly, it will have a serious 

negative impact on both your career and your health. 

 

It can erode your job performance, leading to poor evaluations and career stagnation, or worse, to 

mistakes that can jeopardize criminal cases or the lives of you and your fellow officers. Or, as it does to 

many officers, it can cause you to burn out and leave the job entirely. 

 

In the worst cases, stress can cause hypertension, coronary disease, diabetes and severe depression – all 

illnesses that can end your life prematurely. 

 

So, it’s critical that you know how to minimize the amount of stress you are under so that you can survive 

your rookie year and go on to thrive as a successful police officer. 

 

Recognizing the signs of stress 
 

You may notice that you begin to feel rushed about your work, that it seems as if you never complete one 

task before running off to tackle another one. Your sense of job satisfaction starts to decline because you 

never feel as if you are accomplishing anything. 

 

Because you feel behind all the time, you find yourself taking your work home with you, both literally, 

such as in the form of paperwork, and figuratively, by constantly talking about the job. That cuts into your 

personal time, and the line between work and life begins to blur. 
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This is stress taking shape. 

 

In 1936, stress researcher Hans Selye defined the three stages of stress: 

 

 Alarm, in which adrenaline is released and you feel at least some effects of the fight-or-flight 

response. 

 Resistance, in which the body attempts to adapt to the stress and begins to burn resources. 

 Exhaustion, in which the body has reached its limits and your physical systems, including the 

immune system, begin to falter. 

 

Because of the strain that prolonged stress puts on your mind and body, you also will begin to show 

symptoms as the stress builds. Be aware of what these symptoms indicate, and you’ll get an early warning 

that something is wrong. 

 

This chart from the Mayo Clinic provides an excellent guide to the symptoms. 

 

 

Effects of stress ... 

... On your body ... On your thoughts and feelings ... On your behavior  

 Headache 

 Back pain 

 Chest pain 

 Heart disease 

 Heart palpitations 

 High blood pressure 

 Decreased immunity 

 Stomach upset 

 Sleep problems 

 Anxiety 

 Restlessness 

 Worrying 

 Irritability 

 Depression 

 Sadness 

 Anger 

 Feeling insecure 

 Lack of focus 

 Burnout 

 Forgetfulness 

 Overeating 

 Undereating 

 Angry outbursts 

 Drug or alcohol 

abuse 

 Increased smoking 

 Social withdrawal 

 Crying spells 

 Relationship 

conflicts 

 

If you recognize these signs in yourself, then you need to seek help immediately. Start by talking to your 

physician about it. He should be able to help you deal with the physiological effects and, if necessary, 

refer you to other medical professionals who can help with other symptoms. 

 

Minimizing the potential for stress 
 

Develop the Right Mindset 
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The unknown is frightening and, therefore, stressful. If you know what you are facing, and prepare your 

mind ahead of time to deal with the coming challenges, you are less likely to be caught off guard and 

stressed by unexpected situations. 

 

First, be prepared for everything in your life to change as you begin your first year of police work. 

 

This will not be like any job you have ever had, so you cannot expect your life to continue as it did with 

the 9-5 job you had before becoming a police officer. 

 

Police work will be more mentally and physically demanding, require more of your time and frankly, will 

become more of a lifestyle than a career, especially as you begin to realize that police officers are never 

truly off-duty. Your social circles will begin to change, and you’re even going to lose quite a bit of your 

own personal privacy. Don’t be surprised when neighbors knock on your door at 3 a.m. for help with 

some problem. 

 

Stay flexible both in your expectations and in your willingness to take on different tasks and try different 

approaches to those tasks. The more flexible you are, the more you are likely to learn and the less likely 

you get stressed out over minor changes in work assignments or conditions. 

 

Why is this important? 

 

Law enforcement is one of those jobs in which you never know what you are going to be doing from one 

day to the next. You could be assigned to speed enforcement in a school zone, or sent to patrol a 

neighborhood suffering from a string of recent burglaries. If you are rigid about what you are and are not 

interested in or willing to do, just your daily assignments can become a stressor. 

 

Make sure you are always open to constructive criticism – and probably some not-so-constructive. 

Remember, as a rookie officer one of your top priorities is to learn how to do the job the best way it can 

be done. That means learning from veteran officers who have the experience to know what works, what 

doesn’t, and how to tell the difference. 

 

You are going to make mistakes, from minor errors on your reports to accidentally backing your patrol 

unit into a street sign. The officers above you are going to point out those mistakes and try to explain how 

to avoid them in the future. You are obligated to hear them out without getting angry or defensive. 

 

Police officers can be a rough-tongued bunch. Sometimes, the criticism is going to sting. Just know that 

beforehand and be ready to let it roll off you. Also, some of the criticism is not going to be meant to help 

you learn, but given just because some other officer is having a bad day or enjoys hassling rookies. 

Recognize it for what it is and learn to let it go. Getting angry will not benefit anyone. 

 

Get ready to take orders on a regular basis, from your training officer, from upline supervisors, and 

from the command staff. Police departments are paramilitary organizations, which means that a great deal 

of importance is placed on obeying orders. For good reason, too. Failing to follow an order in a timely 

manner might mean that a bad guy gets away or that someone gets hurt. 
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Let’s be honest, no one likes taking orders. We all like to think that we can figure out the proper action to 

take by ourselves and don’t need someone else looking over our shoulder, telling us what to do. But, this 

is the career that you’ve chosen – so be ready to do it by the book. 

 

You’re going to have to learn to suppress your ego on the job, both as it relates to the subjects above 

and in dealing with the public. It’s a guarantee that you are going to run into citizens who are going to 

berate you, order you around, insult your appearance, intelligence, and racial background and generally 

just treat you in a way that is sure to make you angry. 

 

As an individual, no one would blame you for returning the insults and maybe even punching a 

particularly offensive person in the mouth. But as a police officer, that kind of response would be 

considered unprofessional and would get you reprimanded. You simply cannot react in any emotional 

way to provocation. 

 

That is extremely tough and takes practice. Get used to the idea now. Know before you ever step out onto 

the street that it is going to happen and decide now that you are not going to react. 

 

Follow the Rules 
 

Trying to buck the system is a sure way to bring stress on yourself. You won’t be happy if you are 

constantly trying to find a way around the rules, and the negative reactions and possible punishments you 

will receive will simply add to the stress. 

 

Continue the education you received at the academy by staying current on state and federal laws 

regarding police authority, and learn your department’s policies, down to the last letter.  

 

When you know the laws and policies, you protect yourself against unwitting violations that could get 

you into trouble – a sure cause of stress. Knowing exactly what is and is not allowed also will help you 

establish boundaries, so that you’ll have a zone of comfort in which to operate. 

 

There are laws and policies with which you are going to disagree. Do not complain about policies. Your 

rookie year is not the time to try to change those things. You’re in this for the long term – probably 25 or 

30 years – so you’ll have plenty of time to help effect change. Right now, your job is simply to obey and 

learn. Remember that. 

 

You are going to be assigned a field training officer for your first several months. Do everything your 

FTO tells you, unless it’s illegal, of course. Regardless of whether you like your FTO or not, your career 

is in his or her hands. Continuously bad evaluations will end your employment and make it difficult to get 

hired by any other law enforcement agency. Besides, your FTO has a lot of important things to teach you. 

 

Be a Model Police Officer 
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The more you shine as an officer, the less pressure there is going to be on you from within the 

department. And, the more professional and confident you are with members of the public, the less 

trouble they’re going to give you. 

 

Always maintain a polished appearance. Get your uniforms tailored to fit you neatly and take good care 

of them. Buy extras so that you always have at least one or two cleaned and sharply pressed. You’ll need 

to keep a spare in the trunk of your unit or in your locker in case you end up having to roll around in the 

mud with a suspect. Follow uniform policies exactly when placing department patches, ribbons and any 

other items you are required to wear on the uniform. 

 

You’ll also want to make sure that your gear and shoes are always shined and free of scuffs. Same with 

your badge and brass; they should always shine. And it should go without saying that your equipment –  

from gun to baton to handcuffs – should be spotless and in excellent working condition. 

 

We’ve all heard the jokes about fat cops and doughnuts. There’s no doubt about it: Physically fit officers 

get more instant respect from their peers and on the street. They’re obviously also better prepared to deal 

with the physical challenges of the job, such as running foot pursuits and subduing suspects without 

getting themselves hurt. The bottom line here is you have to maintain the highest level of physical 

conditioning. 

 

The best way to become a better cop, keep the chain of command off your back and get the respect of the 

citizens in your patrol zone is to learn and master your job skills. Everyone is going to respect someone 

who is highly competent at his job. 

 

That means making sure you have a command of all the relevant laws, being an outstanding driver (both 

in regular and emergency situations), demonstrating the highest level of proficiency with your weapon, 

writing excellent reports, polishing your verbal judo skills and staying on top of current patrol and 

investigative techniques. 

 

This will take some effort, but it will pay off, guaranteed. Take classes, read law enforcement 

publications, and don’t just attend the mandatory departmental training. Local departments and police 

academies offer special training all the time. When there’s a session open, make it a point to get in. 

 

Relieving Stress 
 

It is inevitable that you are going to experience stress, and that it is going to build up in your system. 

Hopefully, you will take the proper steps to minimize it, but you can’t avoid it completely. This means 

you are going to have to find ways to vent that stress so that it doesn’t continue to accumulate. 

 

Want to know the best way to do that? 

 

Exercise. Yeah, it seems simple, but studies have shown that regular, vigorous exercise is a highly 

effective means of relieving stress. When you work out, your body produces serotonin, a chemical that 
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combats depression and generally works to increase feelings of well-being. Exercise also metabolizes the 

stress hormone cortisol, which can damage your body, causing hypertension and eating disorders (among 

other things) with long-term exposure at high levels. 

 

Hobbies. You need interests other than police work so that your mind is not constantly occupied by 

stressful concerns about the job. It can be anything you want it to be. Police officers take up everything 

from real estate to golf to model airplanes. Just as long as it’s something you enjoy and that has nothing to 

do with policing. 

 

Social networks. No, this doesn’t mean Facebook or MySpace, although it could involve them, too. It 

means you have to develop relationships with friends and family that are separate from your job 

relationships. If you only socialize with other police officers and their wives or girlfriends, then you will 

never truly get away from the job. You’ve got to have that distance. That’s not to say that you shouldn’t 

hang out with other officers…just that they should not be the only friends you have. 

 

Counseling. Despite what you might hear from your fellow officers, seeking out someone to talk to does 

not make you less of an officer or less of a man. That is garbage, so simply discard it when you hear it. 

Talking about your problems with an objective, uninvolved third-party is an extremely useful way of 

alleviating stress. It allows you to be open and honest about the issue without fear of what the other 

person is thinking. Many times, just saying something out loud is enough to help you feel better about it. 

And remember, a counselor can by anyone from a psychologist to a member of the clergy. 

 

That’s it. Those are the keys to surviving your rookie year. Don’t misunderstand. No one is saying that 

it’s going to be easy or completely without stress. But if you follow these tips, then you should be able to 

easily manage your stress and come out of your first year a better, wiser and more experienced officer. 


