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While police stress has received 
considerable study in the last several 
years, little attention has been given to 
designing a comprehensive training re
sponse to stress.' Initial studies of 
stress focused primarily on identifying 
and analyzing those factors which 
cause police stress. Emphasis was 
then placed on examination of stress 
awareness and coping techniques to 
be used by the individual. More recent
ly, consideration has been given to 
alleviating stress through examining 
policies and practices that may be con
sidered stress-producing. The time has 
come to broaden the strategy used to 
address this problem. Since the ulti
mate goal of police training is to maxi
mize the effectiveness with which 
police officers perform their jobs, it 
would appear essential that the train
ing program be an integrated and co
ordinated part of the planned response 
to the stress problem. 

~ I 

The most important asset of a po
lice organization is its human re
sources-a department can be no 
better than its people. The depart
ment's effectiveness in terms of pro
viding the community with adequate 
service is dependent on maximum use 
of the individual and the total organiza
tional team. Personnel of a police orga
nization must not be allowed to sit idle, 
unnoticed, unproductive, and thus, of 
diminished value to the organization. 
Research has identified unrelieved 
stress among police as having nega
tive effects on productivity, decision
making, and work attendance, and 
leading to increased levels of absen
teeism, employee turnover, and early 
or disability retirements.2 The question 
is how to prevent this from happening 
within a police organization. 

Designing a 
Training 
Response to 
Stress 
By 
JOHN C. LEDOUX 
and 

HENRY H. McCASLIN, JR. 
Special Agents 
Education and Communication 

Arts Unit 
FBI Academy 
Quantico, Va. 

October 1981 / 11 

, 

" 

, 

1 



I . 

... 

--~--------~--- ------

Figure 1 

Training Strategy for Stress Reduction 

4) Evaluate progress and results 
throughout the planning, training, 
and post-training stages. This step 
occurs simultaneously with the other 
steps. 

--. Step 1 

As a framework for understanding 
the identification of stressors, one 
must consider some of the stressors 
that have been identified. Figure 2 lists 
six categories of police stressors, with 
examples in each category. Some of 
the examples, while important in pro
ducing police stress, are not subject to 
successful modification by a depart
ment's training program. For example, 
stressors, such as lack of recognition 
and compensation (category I), lack of 
interagency cooperation (category II), 
unfavorable court decisions and inef
fectiveness of the corrections subsys
tem (category III), adverse local 
government decisions (category IV), 
and adverse work scheduling (category 
V), will not be significantly affected by 
any single training program. 

Identify Department Stressors 

~~ 

Step 4 
Evaluation 

~, 

Step 3 
Design Stress ~ 

Reduction Courses 
~ 

Training Response Strategy 
When training is considered as a 

means of solving a perceived problem 
such as stress, administrators some
times commit the common error of as
suming the entire problem can be 
solved solely by training. While the 
training program is an integral part of a 
department's response to police 
stress, one mJst remember that not all 
the factors ('Jtressors) that cause po
lice stres:; can be dealt with by the 
department's training program. It is, 
therefore, necessary to insure that the 
training program for reducing stress be 
based on a realistic analysis of those 
stressors which.:an logically be affect
ed by training. 

Figure 1 is a model for designing a 
training response to stress. The model 
consists of four steps: 

1) Identify significant stressors in a 
department; 
2) Determine which stressors are 
likely to be influenced by training; 
3) Design and present courses to 
address the identified stressors; and 

12 / FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin 

~, " 
Step 2 

Identify Stressors 
Reducible by Training 

A"gure 2 

The next step in the model is to 
determine which stressors are likely to 
be affected by training. To identify 

"stressors, a variety of procedures, 
such as questionnaires, brainstorming, 

Example~ of the Six Categories of Police Stressors 

I. Departmental 
Poor Supervision 
Lack of Career Development 
Excessive Paperwork 
Poor Equipment 
Lack of Recognition and 

Compensation 

II. Interagency 

Lack of Cooperation Among Law 
Enforcement Agencies 

III. Criminal Justice System 

Unfavorable Court Decisions 
Ineffectiveness of Corrections 

Subsystem 

IV. Public 
Distorted Press Accounts 
Unfavorable Citizen Attitudes 
Adverse Local Government 

Decisions 

V. Nature of Police Work 
Role C -,nflict 
Existence of Physical Danger 
Adverse Work Scheduling 

VI. Personal 
Incompetence 
Lack of Courage 
Ethnic Minority/Female Officer 

Adapted from Terry Eisenberg, "Job Stress and the Poli~e Offi~er: Identifyi~~ 
Stress Reduction Techniques," in Job Stress and the Police Offtcer. eds. William 
H. Kroes and Joseph J. Hurrell, Jr. (HEW Publication No. (NIOSH) 76-187), 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), 1975, pp. 26-34. 

Special Agent LeDoux 

j 
Special Agent McCaslin 

, " 

use of consultants, or interviews, are 
available.3 Once the stressors ha'./e 
been identified, the training manager 
must determine, using personal knOWl
edge, experience, or outside consult
ants, which of the stressors are likely 
to be affected by a training program. 

The third step-designing and pre
senting courses-may be the most la
borious step in the model. In this step, 
the training manager must build a cur
riculum containing properly sequenced 
courses designed to meet specific in
structional objectives. Lesson plans, 
instructional materials, and visuals 
must be prepared. Instructors, re
source materials, and resource per
sons must be selected. 

The fourth step-evaluation-is 
critical to the model.4 Evaluation oc
curs as an inherent part of each of the 
other steps. Without evaluation the 
training manager may fail to identify 
fully departmental stressors or fail to 
identify successfully those stressors 
likely to be reduced through training. 
Only through evaluation may the train
ing manager ensure that the courses 
given actually affect the levels of 
stress. 

Figure 3 

Benefit of Stress Reduction Courses 

Direct Benefit 
Stress Awareness 
Personal Coping Techniques 
Spouse/Family Indoctrination 
Managerial Response to Stress 

Indirect Benefit 

~pervision 
,f:partmental Policies and Procedures 
Legal 
Media Relations 
Human Relations 
Community Relations 
Police Organization and Function 
Firearms 
Defensive Tactics 
Physical Training 

Inservice Training 
Since use of police stress-related 

courses as a part of recruit training is a 
fairly recent development, trainers may 
wish to consider inservice training first. 
A specific benefit to the students and 
the organization should be the goal. 
Two categories of benefits to be de
rived from training which may impact 
on pOlice stress have been suggested. 
(See fig. 3.) 

Courses such as stress aware
ness, ~oping techniques, or spouse in
doctrination classes which focus on 
the topiC of stress have been defined 
by the authors as direct benefit 
classes. The goals of the classes are 
directly related to the topic of stress. 
The anticipated benefit for the organi
zation is the reduction of the inability to 
cope with police stress. 

There are, however, other classes 
which impact on the levels of stress in 
a department but which never directly 
address the stress issue. The authors 
have defined such courses as indirect 
benefit classes. Consider, for example, 
poor supervision, the stressor listed in 
category 1 of figure 2. Classes in first
line supervision cover topiCS such as 
human relations, motivation, communi
cations, evaluations, and discipline. 
The benefits derived for the organiza
tion include not only better supervisors 
but reduction in employee stress 
through better supervision. 

Other inservice classes may be 
used to reduce the impact of potential 
stressors. Media relations classes may 
indirectly reduce stress by training offi
cers to deal effectively with the press, 
thus eliminating the stress from distor-
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tions in press accounts. Similarly, unfa
vorable public attitudes may be 
reduced by offering courses in human 
relations and community relations. Or
ganizing inservice training so that offi
cers progress through a logical 
sequence of courses designed to en
hance their abilities, thus preparing 
them for advancement, should dimin
ish employees' concerns about career 
development. 

Recruit Training 

The logical time to address the 
problem of reduction of long term job 
stress among police personnel is dur
ing recruit training. The recruit repre
sents the new generation of police. 
Training should insure that only candi
dates who can successfully deal with 
police stress become police officers 
and that unnecessary stress is not initi
ated and perpetuated. Recruit training 
consists of two phases. Phase I is the 
training received while the candidate is 
in the training academy; phase II is Hie 
probationary period when the trainee is 
placed on the street. The real test is 
whether the officer can perf~rm the 
tasks of the job. 

William Kroes has noted that the 
first concern is to screen out persons 
who will not be able to deal success
fully with police job stress.5 Even the 
best preemployment screening tech
niques allow s()me inappropriate candi
dates to enter the training program. 
Recruit training, therefore, becomes a 
part of the screening process.6 Train
ers must evaluate, among other traits, 
the student's ability to deal with the 
stress associated with police work. 

14 / FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin 

"Training should insure 
that only candidates 
who can successfully 

deal with police stress 
become police 

ff" " o Icers .... 

One method of evaluation is role
playing. This technique is a valuable 
tool in evaluating the trainee's reaction 
to situations faced in actual police 
work. Carefully designed scenarios, 
such as arrest scenes, domestic dis
putes, and traffic accidents, reveal the 
manner in which individuals tend to 
react to a stressfu( situation. Despite 
excellent evaluation techniques, some 
persons who should not be officers will 
graduate from the academy. To allevi
ate this problem, additional evaluation 
is required. 

The additional evaluation involves 
a probationary period to determine the 
ability of the student to work on the 
street. The trainee is teamed with a 
specially selected and trained veteran 
officer, who provides additional training 
to "polish or hone" the trainee to the 
level of a fully qualified officer.7 An 
important aspect of this program is 
evaluation of the trainee's reaction to 
stressful incidents. 

The John Wayne Syndrome 

Training should not initiate and 
perpetuate unnecessary stress. Re
cruit training sometimes serves to influ
ence a behavioral manifestation of 
police stress-the growth of the John 
Wayne Syndrome.8 The syndrome ap
pears as the young officer attempts to 
deal with the stress of police work and 
gain the respect of his/her coworkers 
while learning how to best perform his 
duties. After 11/2 to 6 years, the syn
drome begins to emerge. In its most 
extreme form, it is characterized by an 

officer who is overly self-sufficient, 
macho, "badge heavy," introverted, 
unlikely to show emotion, and one who 
separates society into police (us) and 
citizens (them). Authors describing the 
police personality have used terms 
such as paranoid and cynical.9 

The John Wayne Syndrome can 
be a response to stress-it does not 
necessarily reduce stress. An officer 
exhibiting the syndrome is affected by 
stressors that result from the officer's 
attempts to build a defensive wall be
tween himself/herself and the cruel 
shock of "life on the street." The wall 
decreases and possibly even destroys 
the ability of the officer to communi
cate successfully with others. This re
duced ability to communicate, as well 
as other personality traits associated 
with the syndrome, makes it difficult for 
the officer to share fears, doubts, or 
emotions. 

Any course that helps retard the 
John Wayne Syndrome may reduce an 
officer's stress level. An example of 
such a course would be human rela
tions. This course would aid officers in 
both communicating and dealing with 
persons as individuals and dealing with 
and expressing their own personal 
emotions. 

Aside from course selection, one 
must consider the selection of recruit 
academy instructors. An experienced 
officer usually acts as the instructor, 
and because of the instructor's posi
tion, the recruit assumes the person is 
a successful police officer. Since the 
recruit wants to be successful, he logi
cally pattern:::; his own personal behav-

ior after the instructor. After all, hasn't 
the department provided the instructor 
to the recruit as an example of how a 
successful officer acts and thinks? One 
must, therefore, question whether in
structor behavior during police training 
is presently perpetuating the John 
Wayne Syndrome, thus increasing lev
els of police stress. 

Arthur Bandura and his associates 
suggest a learning theory which seems 
pertinent to understanding the possible 
significance of instructor behavior in 
facilitating the growth of the John 
Wayne Syndrome. The Social Learning 
Theory deals with learning that occurs 
based on observation. When an indi
vidual observes a person (the model) 
acting in a certain manner, it may af
fect the likelihood of the person acting 
in a similar manner.10 

Few administrators, however, con
sider the fact that all learning occurring 
in classrooms is not limited to the spe
cific subject being taught. Incidental 
learning also occurs. Students are not 
merely learning about arrest tech
niques in a class dealing with that top
ic. They may also learn how the 
instructor views society, the unwritten 
policies concerning arrest, the "cor
rect" attitude for a recruit, the general 
supervisory attitude toward the welfare 
of the officers, and a variety of other 
matters. The new officer uses these as 
a guide to how he should talk, act, and 
think. 

Research suggests that almost all 
officers experience the John Wayne 
Syndrome. 11 Inability to cope success
fully with stress in conjunction with the 
John Wayne Syndrome is a major 
cause of the high incidence of divorce, 
family problems, and alcoholism found 
in the police community. 12 The implica
tion of students being instructed by 
officers who present the "normal" life
style of the successful police officer as 
being one of heavy drinking, family 
problems, inability to communicate 
emotions, and divorce has not been 
examined. 

": 

The possibility is raised, however, 
that using instructors who are en
meshed in the behavior patterns asso
ciated with the John Wayne Syndrome 
may increase the likelihood of the stu
dents adopting the same behavior pat
terns. This effect could be suggested 
from Bandura's theory. Administrators 
should, therefore, observe the behav
ior of all instructors to determine 
whether the training staff is perpet'Jat
ing the John Wayne Syndrome. 

Still another theory suggests the 
relevance of instructor behavior in de
termining the behavior patterns of po
lice. This theory is that of the self
fulfilling prophecy. 13 The theory implies 
that persons who are expected to be
have in a certain manner and are treat
ed as if they will behave in this manner 
will eventually do so. If instructors indi
cate to students that they should ex
pect family problems, and quite likely 
divorce, the students are precondi
tioned to anticipate and possibly devel
op such problems. 

Whichever theoretical justification 
is employed, the practical implication 
seems inescapable. The use of instruc
tors exhibiting the John Wayne Syn
drome is not. productive. Such 
instructors may add to the administra
tive problems of a department by fos
tering and perpetuating the growth of 
the syndrome in new officers. 

Police stress may result in police 
officers who are less capable of ade
quately performing their duties. To 
minimize stress, police officials not 
only must examine management prac
tices and policies but also design a 
training response to stress. FBI 
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