Supporting Officer Safety Communication
Through Family Wellness: in Officer Families

Effective communication is the cornerstone of a healthy family. The policing
profession offers unique challenges which may create stress, confusion, fear, and
a variety of other emotions that can cause barriers to healthy communication
between officers and their loved ones. Below are strategies for overcoming
challenges and building healthy communication in police families:

How Communication May Look Different in Policing Families

Focusing on the Facts: Prioritizing important Agency culture: Officers may fear criticism
details and quickly gathering all the facts and from peers for sharing their emotions at work,
circumstances are common strategies in police leaving the home as the main environment for
work. This style of communication can make processing job-related stressors.

an officer appear dismissive or uninterested in

e s s A e Hypervigilance: Officers may feel a sense of

hypervigilance due to heightened awareness

Tone of voice: While maintaining control of potential dangers.! This is due to an

in situations on the job, an officer’s tone increased level of cortisol causing heightened
may sound serious or direct. This tone stress and awareness in the body. This trait is

can unintentionally spill over to off-duty a conditioned behavior and can appear in off-
discussions and be misinterpreted. duty situations.

Emotional armor: Officers sometimes use

“emotional armor” to protect themselves
from the stress and physiological impact of
their work. This behavior can make the officer
appear closed off at home.

What Does Active Listening Look Like?

B Active listening is a method of communication involving
intently listening, engaging, and demonstrating various
non-verbal cues with the person who is speaking.
Active listening not only makes the speaker feel heard
and valued, it reduces the risk of miscommunication.

® Body Language: Nodding your head, facing the person, and appearing engaged.
B Speech: Asking open-ended questions, summarizing what you are hearing, and taking turns speaking.

B Only offer solutions to the problem if the other individual asks. Focus on what the speaker wants to share and
gather all the information.

m Utilize “I” statements as opposed to “You” statements. “You” statements can create defensiveness, place
blame, and are often negative. “I” statements place responsibility on the speaker, offer a rationale, and feel
less threatening. Composing “I” statements may include, “I feel/think/am [thought/feeling] when [rationale].
| would like/prefer/rather [solution].”

1 The Effects of Hypervigilance on Decision-Making during Critical Incidents. Journal of the NPS Center for Defense and Homeland Security.
September 2018. e,



Effective Communication Strategies
for Officers and their Families

The following chart includes strategies for active
listening. Considerations are included for officers
and family members, but many of these strategies

can be used interchangeably.

Communication Strategy

Listen

Validate

Show empathy

@

Officer

Actively listen to what the other
person is saying rather than
planning how you will respond.
Avoid the “yes, but...” phrase
when responding as it appears
dismissive.

Ensure the speaker feels
validated. Repeat what the
speaker is saying to demonstrate
you have received the message
and they are being heard.

Identify the social cues of others
and be wary of using empathy
inappropriately. Do not minimize
their feelings or compare your
own experiences directly to theirs
if the experiences are not of the
same magnitude.

Creating Boundaries and Respecting Them

Family Member

Ask clarifying questions
and gather context during
discussions.

Recognize that your officer may
appear direct or stern, rather
than emotionally validating.
Practice active listening skills
when your family member is
speaking and speak honestly
about your emotions during the
conversation.

Communicate with your officer
when you feel misunderstood

or emotionally isolated. He or
she might experience difficult

or traumatic experiences on the
job. Although you might not
directly identify with the situation,
acknowledge that you hear the
speaker and are willing to listen.

It is important to understand the difference between communication barriers and boundaries.

Mutually developing boundaries can assist people with understanding appropriateness regarding topics,
timing, and places to have a discussion. This can alleviate conflict or unintended emotional distress during an
already difficult conversation. While boundaries can be helpful, putting up barriers can emotionally isolate

yourself and those around you.

® |dentify when and where it is appropriate to talk about work-related topics and/or potential stressors.
Conversations should be out of a child’s earshot when appropriate.

B Your partners and family members can be effective listeners but should have their own coping mechanisms
and support in place for potentially stressful topics.

B Policing or aspects of your job may come up in social situations with friends and/or family members. Consider

identifying strategies to politely deflect the conversation if you are not comfortable talking about it.



Finding Balance in Sharing

While it is valuable to share information
about your day, understand that it is helpful

to evaluate the nature of the content and your
relationship with the other individuals prior to
sharing with those outside the profession.

Conversation Components

Tackling difficult topics

Processing emotions

Shutting out those
around you

Officer

Consider prompting potentially
heavy conversations with family
members with a “check-in.” Ask
them if they are willing to hear
about details that may be stressful
or if another time would be more
appropriate.

Be honest about your capacity
to receive or talk about work-

related topics with family
members. Explain that you may
be open to discussing your work in
the future when you’re in a more
positive mental space.

Recognize that shutting out a
family member completely may
be detrimental to the relationship
and the mental health of the other
individual, even if you want to
protect them.

Coping and Communication

Family Member

Family members are encouraged
to establish their own forms

of processing and support
through social support groups,
mindfulness practices, and low-
stress hobbies.

Research if the agency extends
officer resources such as peer
support and Employee Assistance
Programs to family members.

Demonstrate patience with your
officer when he or she appears
emotionally closed off. If the
officer is resistant to talking,
approach at a later time.

While communication is indispensable, a sense of connection and value is equally important to encourage

and support a healthy relationship.

B |dentify bonding activities that foster positivity and gratefulness between family members.

B Plan activities in environments that help you unwind and de-stress.

®m Dedicate specific time throughout the month to spend with members of your support system.

Additional Resources

This publication is one in a series. For more family support resources please visit:

www.theiacp.org/OSW

© oswWathelACP.ord thelACP.org/OSW
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mailto:OSW%40theIACP.org?subject=
http://www.theiacp.org/OSW



Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		247338_IACP_20_Wellness_508.pdf






		Report created by: 

		Ellipse Design


		Organization: 

		





 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 2


		Passed manually: 0


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 1


		Passed: 29


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Skipped		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Passed		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top


