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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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It happens all the time. A young, idealistic and motivated person decides to become a police officer. He 

sails through the hiring process, excels at the academy and earns a reputation as a high-performer during 

his rookie year. But then, his attitude begins to change. 

 

Instead of the polished, enthusiastic officer he was, he starts showing up to work late, wearing rumpled 

uniforms, exuding indifference or, worse, belligerence toward both citizens and other officers. He spends 

his time griping about the public and the chain of command, rather than focusing on providing 

professional law enforcement services. 

 

What happened? 

 

Simple: The officer burned out under the stress of performing a difficult job that is often complicated by 

internal politics and a lack of support from the community. He failed to recognize the effect that the 

pressure was having on him, and by the time he realized it, he was past caring. 

 

As a new officer, you are going to be put into many tense environments with the potential to drain you of 

your enthusiasm and leave you fatigued, both mentally and physically. How you handle that stress will 

determine whether you have a long, satisfying career or become an unhappy clock-watcher just waiting to 

complete your 20. 

 

As with anything, there is a right way and a wrong way to deal with the pressure of being a police officer. 

This report will explain some of those right ways. 

 

The Causes of Police Burnout 
 

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS: Many young officers join the police department thinking they are going to 

stop crime, clean up the streets and save the world. And, that while they’re doing that, the public and the 

chain of command are going to behind them, cheering the whole time. Then, they discover reality. 

 

The unfortunate truth about police work is that some people are always going to commit crimes, no matter 

what you do to try to help them or to prevent them from doing wrong. The only way to stop crime is to 

post a police officer on every street corner in America, and even then, people, including some of those 

officers, are still going to find a way to break the law. You, as an individual officer, are not going to 

change human nature. 

 

It’s also going to be a fact of life for you as an officer that members of the public will not always truly 

appreciate the difficulties of your job and the sacrifices you make to help them. They will complain about 

the judgments you make and the actions you take without really knowing all of the details. And, they 

often will resent your authority and intervention in their lives – especially when they are doing something 

wrong. 

 

At the same time, some of your fellow officers may seem as if they are working against you. A police 

department is a highly political organization and, just like any other political machine, there are going to 
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be those ambitious players who are willing to sacrifice others to advance themselves. Also like other jobs, 

there sometimes are going to be those – even among your supervisors – who consistently will make bad 

decisions that hamper your ability to do your work. 

 

Again, there’s nothing you can do about that. It’s just the nature of the job. 

 

OVERWORK: Almost every police department in the country offers plenty of opportunities for overtime to 

eager young officers. That could mean working extra shifts when your squad is short-handed, 

volunteering for traffic control during sporting events, assisting the investigations unit after your patrol 

shift, or working department sanctioned off-duty jobs. 

 

The temptation is strong because the money is so good. An officer who works steady overtime can often 

double his annual pay – a godsend for young officers who are often just starting out and may be trying to 

raise a family. After all, who is going to turn down an easy job keeping the peace at a grocery store for 

$40 an hour? 

 

Officers also may be tempted to let vacation or comp time pile up, especially at agencies where the 

officers are allowed to cash in that time. An energetic officer who doesn’t mind working the hours can 

easily pick up a few extra weeks’ worth of pay doing that, year after year. In tough times, the extra cash is 

more appealing than some vacation days. 

 

And officers don’t always have a choice. At some agencies, the overtime may be more compulsory than 

voluntary. A department that has too many open positions or has had to reduce the number of sworn 

officers because of budget cuts might require officers to put in longer shifts for comp time that somehow 

never materializes. Or, your agency may go through a series of natural disasters, high-profile crimes or 

civil disturbances that require you to work long stretches of overtime days without breaks. 

 

LACK OF PHYSICAL FITNESS: It’s ironic that you have to be physically fit to get hired for a job that actually 

contributes to a lack of good physical conditioning. But that’s exactly what typical police work does. It 

helps you get out of shape. 

 

Think about it. Patrol officers spend their entire shifts riding around in their cars. Sure, they get out to 

handle calls and maybe once in a while get into a foot pursuit, but routine shiftwork, especially in less 

active departments, can be somewhat sedentary. You ride around from place to place, get out to talk to 

people, sit in the car to write your reports, do some more driving. 

 

At the same time, the work is not conducive to healthy eating. Because of the unpredictability of their 

work, officers eat whenever they can find the time and often have to grab the simplest things they can 

find. That means meals typically involve some sort of fast food. Everyone’s heard the jokes about police 

officers and doughnuts, but do you know why doughnuts make good police food? Because they’re fast, 

can sit out on the seat of a patrol unit for hours without going bad, can be eaten with one hand while 

driving and provide fast, if not nutritious, energy. 
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How to Prevent Burnout and Maintain a Positive Attitude 
 

CULTIVATE REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS: No, you can’t stop crime. However, you are in a unique position to 

affect specific lives. There’s a good chance you will have an opportunity to positively influence a young 

person who may otherwise have engaged in criminal behavior. You will be able to arrest bad guys and put 

them in jail so that they can never hurt anyone again. You might catch a drunk driver before he has a 

chance to run head-on into another car and kill a family. What you have to accept before you begin 

working as a police officer is that your satisfaction will come not from saving the world, but from making 

small differences here and there. 

 

Also, accept that the public is not always going to appreciate your efforts. Don’t look to citizens for 

approval. Seek it from yourself, confident in the knowledge that you are doing right, and from your 

friends, family and trusted co-workers. Remember that this job is a calling, one that you pursue for your 

own internal reasons and not the outward acclaim. 

 

As far as dealing with the internal politics of police work, don’t fool yourself that the department is a 

bastion of righteousness in which everyone feels about policing the way you do. Acknowledge that there 

are going to be officers you don’t respect. Deal with them professionally and courteously, but don’t 

involve yourself with them. 

 

Start watching other officers carefully from your first day on the job. Look for those whose attitudes, 

motivations and professionalism you respect, and befriend them. Choose mentors from among the officers 

whom you respect most. Surround yourself with a group of police officers who represent everything you 

believe is best about the profession. 

 

TAKE TIME OFF: You can expect to spend eight to 10 hours on your shift every day. After that, go home. 

You’ll also get two regular days off every week. Use them. You need the time away from work to 

decompress so that your mind can process all the experiences that you had while working and so that your 

body can recover from the demands of the day. 

 

You know how people say you can have too much of a good thing? It’s true. You might love egg foo 

young, but if you ate it every night for a couple of months, you’d probably never be able to touch it again. 

Sure, you love police work, otherwise you wouldn’t have chosen this job. But if that is all you ever do, 

think about and talk about, you are guaranteed to get sick of it. That’s just human nature, too. 

 

Find healthy outside interests, whether it’s your friends and family, playing golf, going to the movies, 

rebuilding classic cars, fishing, or anything you possibly could enjoy doing. And make sure you socialize 

with people who are not police officers. Yes, you might have more in common with your fellow officers, 

but hanging out with the same people that you see at work every day is just another form of bringing your 

work home. Taking a break from work means taking a break from everything work-related. 
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When you have vacation time built up, use it. Take the kids camping or go to New York to see a show on 

Broadway with your girlfriend. Do something that is fun and out of your ordinary routine. You’ll be 

amazed at how much it regenerates you. 

 

EAT RIGHT, EXERCISE AND GET PLENTY OF REST: Your mind and body are machines. They only function 

properly when they receive the right fuel and proper maintenance. The less efficiently they work, the 

harder it is for you to do what you have to do each day. Fatigue and stress both add up to burnout. 

 

Eating poorly fills your body with chemicals and hormones that inhibit nerve conduction, prevent 

regeneration of cells and starve your muscles of energy. On the other hand, eating a diet rich in lean 

proteins, essential fatty acids, vitamins and anti-oxidants has just the opposite effect. It aids all of your 

systems in performing at peak capacity, resulting in elevated mood levels. 

 

Exercise doesn’t just keep you fit for those times when you have to chase a thug through backyards and 

alleys. A good workout naturally alters the chemical levels in your brain and body to make you feel more 

mentally alert, happier and more prepared to take action. When you exercise, your brain releases 

endorphins which produce positive feelings, and your metabolism burns off the stress hormone cortisol, 

which has long-term benefits for your heart. 

 

Did you know that military studies have shown that sleep deprivation can actually cause a person to 

experience a psychotic break from reality? Yes, that’s right – lack of sleep can drive you insane. When 

you don’t get enough rest, you brain isn’t able to process data properly. Even minor sleep deprivation can 

inhibit your cognitive functions. 

 

You’ll find that the more rested you are, the more clear-headed you are, and that is crucial to preventing 

burnout because a clear mind allows you to view situations in the proper perspective, analyze them 

rationally and make logical decisions. So make sure you get the proper amount of rest every night. For 

most people, that’s about eight to nine hours. 

 

The bottom line is that the better your mind and body are working, the better you are going to feel and the 

less likely you are to succumb to the pressures of the job. 

 

Lastly, FIND A MENTAL OR SPIRITUAL ADVISOR: Everybody needs someone to talk to about problems. 

Ideally, you’d be able to talk to your spouse or significant other about the stresses you’re under at work, 

but there are many reasons you might not want to do that, not the least of which is the sometimes ugly 

nature of it. 

 

No vessel – and the human mind and body comprise a vessel like any other – can withstand the pressure 

of continuous inflow without some sort of release valve. If you allow stress to build without giving 

yourself an outlet for that stress, something is going to give; there’s no way around that. You either will 

explode or crumple, but you will succumb. 
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It is critical not only to your ability to continue enjoying your job, but to your survival that you seek out 

someone to whom you can talk when you need a friendly ear. 

 

Ideally, this will be a professional trained to listen and guide people in need of help. That could be a 

psychologist – make sure you do not choose one required to report your sessions to the department – or a 

member of the clergy. You can find someone by discreetly asking for recommendations from others, or 

by visiting a few until you find someone with whom you are comfortable. 

 

Please remember there is nothing wrong with talking to someone about your troubles. It is not a sign of 

weakness. In fact, it shows that you are strong enough and smart enough to recognize when you need an 

outlet and to fine one. 

 

Follow these suggestions for dealing with the stress of police work, and you’ll find it much easier to 

maintain a positive attitude toward your chosen career. Remember, you picked this job because you love 

it, and like any romance, it takes a little work to keep it going.  


