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Abstract 

Law enforcement officers experience significantly higher levels of stress than the general 

population, affecting both their professional performance and personal well-being. In addition to 

the challenges of everyday life, officers face job-related pressures that include exposure to 

traumatic events, high expectations for constant composure, and scrutiny from their agencies and 

the public. This paper examines the primary sources of stress in policing, including workplace 

culture, daily operational demands, organizational politics, fear of error, and the emotional 

consequences of standing up for oneself or others. It also explores the impact of media criticism, 

public blame for systemic failures, and the strain these factors place on officers’ home lives and 

personal relationships. Through this analysis, the paper highlights the complex and multifaceted 

nature of stress in law enforcement and underscores the need for improved mental health 

resources and organizational reform. 
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I. Work Environment 

When people think about stress of law enforcement, they usually picture the intense calls 

officers respond to every day. While those daily factors absolutely contribute to stress, what 

family members and the public often overlook are the internal stressors officers face within their 

own agencies. Corruption, politics, favoritism, and the “good ole’ boy” system aren’t usually 

visible to the outside world, but officers feel their effects every single day (Onyeozili, 2024; Xu 

et al., 2025). 

These internal dynamics create a trickle-down effect: decisions made by high-ranking 

officials ultimately fall onto the officers working the street, even when those decisions put 

officers in difficult or unfair positions (Onyeozili, 2024). I’ve witnessed this firsthand. An order 

will come directly from the Chief’s Office, officers will carry it out exactly as instructed, and 

when the public files a FOIA request, misinterprets the video, or twists the situation online, it’s 

the officer, not the administrator, who takes the hit. Instead of standing behind their officers, 

many leaders distance themselves, leaving the officer to deal with the backlash alone. 

This kind of internal stress is often invisible but deeply damaging. Let’s break down 

some of the major environmental stressors officers face inside their agencies. 

Internal Corruption in Law Enforcement 

When people hear the word corruption, they tend to think of bribery, abuse of authority, 

or officers engaging in blatantly illegal acts. But corruption is not always that dramatic. It also 

includes subtle but deeply harmful behaviors like favoritism, manipulation, dishonesty, or unfair 

treatment, behaviors that create an inconsistent and unethical working environment (Onyeozili, 

2024). 
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For example, consider promotions. Nearly every officer has seen someone get promoted 

over more qualified individuals simply because of who they know. A personal friendship, shared 

background, or private relationship with command staff can outweigh experience, testing scores, 

and qualifications (Xu et al., 2025). The same thing happens with special assignments, discipline, 

training opportunities, and desirable shifts. 

Corruption also appears in more covert ways. Imagine a supervisor who goes outside 

their chain of command to speak poorly about a subordinate directly to a deputy chief or assistant 

chief. This violates policy, yet the subordinate, who wasn’t even aware of the conversation, later 

receives discipline or negative treatment because of what the supervisor shared. Meanwhile, the 

supervisor faces no consequences for bypassing procedure. 

This creates a stressful and demoralizing experience for the officer who is affected. They now 

know that: 

•   The rules apply to them, but not to others. 

•   Their reputation can be damaged behind closed doors. 

•   They may be disciplined for issues outside their control. 

•   Speaking up could lead to retaliation. 

Consider the situation where an officer is skipped for promotion on the grounds that they 

“recently received discipline,” only to later discover that someone else who received similar 

discipline was promoted. Not only is this dishonest, it’s also a clear example of favoritism and 

inconsistency. These unfair decisions hurt morale, destroy trust in leadership, and increase 

workplace stress. 
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Law enforcement prides itself on integrity and ethical decision-making. Officers swear an 

oath to act objectively and honestly. But when administrators abandon those principles, they 

create a toxic environment where officers feel undervalued, unsupported, and constantly on edge. 

And internal corruption is only the beginning, next come the politics that feed it. 

Politics in Law Enforcement 

Hand in hand with corruption comes politics, an unfortunate but common part of many 

agencies. Internal politics often operate with a “I win, you lose” mentality, where certain 

individuals attempt to undercut, manipulate, or sabotage others to protect their own interests or 

advance their careers. Merriam-Webster defines manipulation as acting “by artful, unfair, or 

insidious means especially to one’s own advantage,” which fits many situations officers 

experience. 

Consider again the scenario where a supervisor bypassed the chain of command and 

spoke negatively about a subordinate directly to command staff. That one act of manipulation 

changed how command viewed the officer, regardless of the officer’s actual performance (FBI 

Law Enforcement Bulletin, 2013). From that point forward, any minor issue involving the officer 

becomes magnified, because bias has already been planted. 

If something occurs that is out of the officer’s control, such as a notification delay or a 

procedural misunderstanding, the biased command staff is now more likely to discipline the 

officer, reinforcing the unfair narrative created by the supervisor. 

This dynamic puts officers in a constant state of tension. When you’re being 

micromanaged, criticized, or unfairly scrutinized because someone above you “doesn’t like you,” 
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the workplace becomes emotionally exhausting. Officers begin to feel undervalued, unsupported, 

and powerless. 

The political components of who knows who, who is connected to whom, and who has 

the ear of command weigh heavily on officers. These internal conflicts, combined with shifting 

policies, inconsistent expectations, and low morale, create stress that rivals the stress of actual 

police work. 

The Good Ole’ Boy System (Cronyism) 

Interwoven with corruption and politics is the well-known “Good Ole’ Boy” system, also 

referred to as “the boys’ club.” The professional term for this system is cronyism, defined as 

giving partiality or power to friends, close associates, or favored individuals without regard to 

qualifications (Santa Clara University, 2016). 

Research shows that cronyism can cause psychological withdrawal, lowered morale, and 

reduced trust in the agency (Xu et al., 2025). When officers feel they cannot trust their own 

leadership, they become hyper-aware of every action they take. They fear messing up, fear 

making the wrong person angry, and fear receiving discipline that doesn’t fit the situation. 

The Good Ole’ Boy system also contributes to a toxic environment where: 

•   Decisions are based on favoritism instead of fairness 

•   Policies are selectively enforced 

•   Opportunities are reserved for the “chosen” group 

•   Officers lose motivation and trust 

•   Rumors and politics determine reputation, not performance 
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Corruption, politics, and cronyism are far more widespread in law enforcement than most 

outsiders realize. Officers carry the weight of these internal pressures long before they face the 

daily stressors of their shift. When your own workplace becomes unpredictable or unfair, it 

erodes morale, motivation, and emotional resilience. 

II. Daily Factors 

Law enforcement is a respected profession, but it is also one of the most mentally and 

emotionally demanding. What many people don’t see are the daily stressors that officers endure 

beyond major incidents. Factors such as shift hours, call volume, sleep deprivation, and 

coworker morale all contribute significantly to the chronic stress officers carry. 

Shift Hours and Call Load 

Across the country, police agencies commonly use 8-hour, 10-hour, or 12-hour shifts. 

Some departments also rotate officers between different shifts monthly or quarterly, meaning an 

officer might work days for a few weeks, then swing shift, then nights. These constant changes 

take a toll on the body and mind. 

According to research published in the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, officers working 

nontraditional shifts often experience significantly shorter sleep patterns (Coe, 2023). They 

sacrifice rest to spend time with family, attend their children’s events, run errands, or simply try 

to maintain a sliver of normalcy in their personal lives. This creates a harmful cycle: Less sleep 

increases stress. Higher stress disrupts sleep even more. The next shift begins with even less rest 

and even more stress. 
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Studies on the bi-directional relationship between stress and sleep confirm that increased 

stress elevates cortisol levels, which interferes with sleep quality (National Library of Medicine, 

2020). Poor sleep then amplifies stress the following day, trapping officers in a revolving door of 

exhaustion and tension. 

Now take that exhaustion and drop it into the busiest shift of the day, often the 3 p.m. to 

11 p.m. shift, which statistically carries the highest call volume (Police1, 2023). Officers arrive 

exhausted and mentally overloaded, yet they must respond to an endless stream of emotionally 

heavy or volatile situations. On any given shift, an officer may have to: 

• Calm a suicidal individual 

• Resolve domestic violence disputes 

• Comfort grieving family members 

• Give life-or-death instructions 

• Play therapist, counselor, mediator, and problem-solver, over and over 

All while maintaining professionalism, composure, and a clear head. 

By the time the shift ends, many officers experience a level of dissociation, mentally 

shutting down after absorbing not only their own stress but the emotional weight of the citizens 

they helped throughout the night. And because they must repeat this pattern day after day, it 

becomes difficult for family and friends to understand why the officer seems withdrawn, 

overstimulated, or uninterested in social interaction. 
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Call Types 

Statistically, the average civilian will experience three to four traumatic events in their 

lifetime. In contrast, a law enforcement officer experiences three to five traumatic incidents per 

month (Police1, 2020). Over a 25-year career, that adds up to roughly 900 - 1,500 traumatic 

events, a staggering and often invisible burden. 

Officers respond to a wide range of calls, many of which are emotionally devastating. 

These include, but are not limited to: 

• Officer-involved shootings 

• Death of a fellow officer 

• Infant or child deaths 

• Child abuse cases 

• Fatal vehicle crashes 

• Homicides 

• Suicides 

• Sexual assaults and rapes 

• Mass casualty incidents 

After critical incidents, many agencies have debriefing protocols in place. But even when 

an officer is asked how they’re doing, the most common response is the familiar Type-A answer: 

“I’m fine.” 

But internally, many are not fine. Officers are humans outside of the uniform, with 

families, personal histories, unresolved trauma, and emotional triggers of their own. When a call 
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mirrors something from their past, such as a childhood experience, the death of a loved one, or a 

previous traumatic case, officers must somehow compartmentalize their personal grief and 

maintain professionalism. 

The expectation is clear: Handle the call, complete the paperwork, and move on to the 

next one. 

Even when the previous call involved something deeply disturbing or personal, the shift 

keeps going. There’s no pause button. There’s no emotional reset. 

This cycle of processing trauma, suppressing emotion, and immediately responding to the next 

crisis creates enormous mental strain. And once the shift ends, the stress stays with them.   

Officers go home carrying the weight of everybody else’s worst moments, and they are 

expected to simply “be okay.” 

But the stress doesn’t end with the calls. Officers also carry internal fears and pressures 

that heighten everything they experience in the job. 

This leads to one of the most powerful and often unspoken stressors in law enforcement: 

the fear of failure and the emotional toll of always having to get it right. 

III. Atychiphobia & Moral Courage 

Atychiphobia 

While officers face enormous stress from internal politics and daily operational demands, 

many also carry a deeply personal stressor: the fear of failure, or what the Cleveland Clinic refers 

to as atychiphobia (Cleveland Clinic, n.d.). This phobia can be especially intense in law 



LAW ENFORCEMENT STRESSORS 

11 

enforcement, where mistakes, whether real, exaggerated, or even rumored, can follow an officer 

for their entire career. 

In many agencies, the administration is quick to forget an officer’s accomplishments but 

quick to remember their missteps. One minor incident can overshadow years of solid work, and 

officers may be denied opportunities for: 

• Promotions 

• Specialized units 

• Instructor certifications 

• Leadership roles 

• Training opportunities 

Not because they lack qualifications, but because someone in command decided that a 

single past mistake defines them permanently. This creates a professional environment where 

officers feel like they must always be perfect, an impossible expectation for any human being. 

The stress becomes even worse when corruption or politics are involved. Some 

administrators develop opinions or biases about officers without knowing the full story, relying 

on hearsay or their own personal feelings rather than facts (Onyeozili, 2024). When decisions are 

influenced by emotion instead of merit, officers who have worked hard to rebuild after a mistake 

find themselves repeatedly rejected or overlooked. 

This repeated rejection takes a toll. Officers begin to feel anxious every time they submit 

their name for a new assignment or advancement. Instead of being excited for new opportunities, 

they become overwhelmed with stress, expecting to be denied again based purely on past 

incidents. 
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Atychiphobia manifests in several ways for officers: 

Emotional and Mental Symptoms 

• Constant anxiety 

• Panic attacks 

• Difficulty concentrating 

• Feelings of powerlessness 

• A desire to escape work entirely 

Behavioral Responses 

• Procrastinating on tasks 

• Avoiding calls or assignments where mistakes are possible 

• Withdrawing from opportunities to grow 

• Becoming overly cautious 

• Stagnating in their career 

Psychological Effects 

• Negative self-talk 

• Low self-esteem 

• Social withdrawal 

• Self-sabotage 

• Depression or related mental health challenges 

Physical Symptoms 

• Headaches 
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• Gastrointestinal issues 

• High blood pressure 

• Emotional outbursts 

• Disrupted sleep 

When fear of failure becomes chronic, officers begin walking on eggshells. They become 

afraid to use discretion, afraid to take initiative, and afraid to act decisively, because one 

misinterpreted move could cost them future opportunities. This creates an environment where 

officers are not only stressed about the job itself but also stressed about the political and 

administrative consequences of doing the job. 

Moral Courage 

Moral courage is the act of standing firm in your ethical convictions despite the backlash 

that may follow. In law enforcement, this can be incredibly difficult, and incredibly costly. When 

a lower-ranking supervisor stands up for what is right or refuses to mistreat someone simply 

because a higher-ranking administrator demands it, they often face retaliation (FBI Law 

Enforcement Bulletin, 2013). This retaliation can take many forms, including: 

• Micromanagement 

• Undermining their authority 

• Public criticism 

• Being assigned impossible or punitive tasks 

• Unfair discipline 

• Being passed over for future promotions 

• Damaged reputation 
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• Sabotage from within the agency 

And the unfortunate truth is that these consequences often have nothing to do with job 

performance. Instead, they stem from the hurt ego or insecurity of someone higher up the chain 

of command. Standing up for your officers or doing the right thing shouldn’t be punished, yet in 

many agencies, it is. Supervisors who choose to show fairness, integrity, and backbone often pay 

the price for it. 

The Role of Gender Dynamics 

This issue becomes even more pronounced for women in law enforcement. In a male-

dominated profession, assertive behavior is not interpreted equally. According to research from 

Harvard Business School, women who display the same assertiveness as men are approximately 

20% more likely to receive harsher discipline, retaliation, or professional backlash (Harvard 

Business School, 2022). 

A male supervisor who speaks up may be labeled “confident,” “decisive,” or “strong,” 

while a female who does the exact same thing may be called “difficult,” “emotional,” or 

“insubordinate.” These double standards add an extra layer of stress for women who are simply 

trying to lead ethically. 

The Toll on Supervisors 

Supervisors who show moral courage often find the job unnecessarily harder. Their 

workload may double. Their decisions may be scrutinized more harshly. They may find 

themselves isolated from peers or higher-ranking staff. 

The stress becomes compounded: 

• They experience the same daily and traumatic stressors as every officer. 
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• They carry responsibility for their team’s well-being. 

• They endure retaliation for doing the right thing. 

• They worry their reputation may be permanently damaged. 

This constant pressure wears down even the strongest supervisors. And combined with 

atychiphobia, daily stressors, and internal politics, it creates a heavy emotional load. 

But internal stressors are only part of the problem. Officers also face intense pressure 

from outside the agency, from the public, the media, and the internet. And those external forces 

can be just as damaging. This leads us directly into the next major category of stress: public and 

media-induced stress. 

IV. Public & Media Induced Stress 

News Media: The Dark Side 

Most people are familiar with the mainstream news cycle, but officers experience a much 

more personal and harmful version of it. Independent “news” pages, amateur reporters, and 

social media accounts often target law enforcement officers by distorting stories, taking video 

out of context, or presenting information in a way that ignites public outrage (FBI, 2023; LEB, 

2022). 

These online platforms rarely show the full story. Instead, they clip moments, remove 

crucial context, or manipulate the narrative to portray officers as villains. Once posted, the 

content spreads rapidly, reaching thousands, or even millions, of people who have no 

understanding of police procedures or the realities of the job (FBI, 2022). 
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The result is a tidal wave of online criticism. Keyboard warriors shame, ridicule, and 

demean the involved officer, attacking their character, credibility, and professionalism (Police1, 

2024). 

Hypervigilance 

Hypervigilance is a state of being constantly on high alert, scanning for danger even 

when no threat is present. According to the Cleveland Clinic, hypervigilance can be triggered by 

chronic stress or trauma (Cleveland Clinic, 2023). 

In the context of law enforcement: 

• The mind never fully relaxes. 

• Sleep becomes disrupted. 

• The body stays in constant fight-or-flight mode. 

• Anxiety becomes a baseline state. 

• Exhaustion becomes a daily companion. 

This sequence establishes a feedback loop: media attacks lead to safety concerns, which 

in turn result in heightened vigilance. This hypervigilance disrupts sleep, elevates stress levels, 

diminishes resilience, and ultimately increases susceptibility to further media attacks. 

Public Blame 

Beyond media distortion and online harassment, officers also face relentless criticism 

from the public during their daily calls, often based on misleading online content (FBI LEB, 

2022). Officers are blamed for issues they do not control, such as sentencing, probation, or early 

release decisions (BLS, 2024). 
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The Cumulative Toll 

Being publicly judged, misrepresented, and attacked, combined with internal and 

operational stressors, pushes officers into chronic emotional overwhelm (Police1, 2024). This 

stress follows them home, affecting family responsibilities, relationships, and overall well-being. 

V. Domesticated Stress 

Relationship Stressors 

Every relationship has challenges, arguments, financial struggles, household 

responsibilities, differences in communication styles, and the overwhelming task of raising 

children. But when one partner is a law enforcement officer, these normal stressors become 

intensified by everything the officer carries from work. Officers endure long hours, exhaustion, 

emotional overload, sleep deprivation, and the mental drain of responding to crisis after crisis 

(LEB, 2020). By the time they get home, many are mentally dissociated, not because they don’t 

care, but because their mind is overloaded. 

According to Utah State University, ten key habits are needed for a thriving relationship: 

open communication, active listening, quality time, growth and support, affection and intimacy, 

shared responsibilities, problem-solving, gratitude, shared goals, and adaptability (Utah State 

University, 2023). While these are fundamental for any couple, they become especially 

challenging for an officer who has spent the entire day doing these exact things for strangers. 

This often creates a predictable cycle of emotional withdrawal and misunderstandings, a 

pattern supported by research on dyadic synchrony described by the National Library of 
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Medicine (NLM, 2015). In police marriages, this cycle is so common that it contributes to 

divorce rates far above the national average. 

The Honey-Do List 

A honey-do list refers to tasks or chores a partner hopes the other will complete, perfectly 

normal in most households (YourDictionary, 2024). But for an officer running on minimal sleep 

and chronic stress, even small tasks can feel overwhelming. 

Financial Stress 

Many officers pursue secondary employment to supplement their income and support their 

families (BLS, 2024). However, these extra jobs limit rest and reduce time at home, adding 

tension and contributing to emotional distance. 

The Weight of Daily Life 

On top of these pressures, officers rarely have time to process trauma. The demands of 

life prevent them from decompressing or recovering (Police1, 2024). This lack of recovery leads 

to emotional numbness, irritability, withdrawal, burnout, fatigue, lowered patience, and increased 

conflict at home (NLM, 2015). 

Between trauma, sleep deprivation, financial strain, relationship issues, and household 

responsibilities, many officers are left emotionally exhausted. Officers are expected to give 

everything to their job and still have everything left for home, and that imbalance is 

unsustainable. 
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Conclusion 

Law enforcement officers carry an extraordinary amount of stress, far more than what 

most people understand or will ever experience. They face internal pressures from workplace 

politics, corruption, favoritism, and the emotional toll of moral courage. They endure daily 

operational demands, traumatic incidents, exhaustion, and the constant fear of making a mistake 

in a profession where perfection is expected but impossible. 

On top of that, officers confront intense public and media scrutiny. Misleading narratives, 

online harassment, and community criticism not only damage reputations but also expose 

officers and their families to real danger. Hypervigilance becomes a way of life, leaving them 

emotionally drained and constantly on guard. 

Yet the stress doesn’t stop at the station door. At home, officers struggle with relationship 

challenges, emotional exhaustion, financial strain, honey-do lists, and limited time for rest or 

healing. The demands of personal life stack on top of the trauma from the job, creating a cycle of 

burnout that leaves many officers feeling overwhelmed, misunderstood, and isolated. 

Despite these hardships, officers show up every day to protect their communities, 

navigate crises, serve victims, and perform one of the most challenging jobs in society. Their 

work requires compassion, resilience, emotional strength, and courage, qualities that often go 

unrecognized. 

Understanding the full scope of stress that officers endure is essential. Not to justify 

mistakes, but to recognize their humanity. To acknowledge that behind every badge is a person 

carrying the weight of everyone else’s worst moments, while still trying to function as a parent, 

partner, friend, and member of the community. 
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For officers to remain healthy and effective, they need support not only from their 

agencies, but also from the public, the media, and their loved ones. They need fair leadership, 

accurate representation, adequate resources, and safe spaces to process the trauma they face on a 

daily basis. 

Law enforcement is more than a job, it is a life lived under pressure. By recognizing and 

addressing the complex stressors officers face at work, in public, and at home, we can create a 

stronger, healthier, and more supportive environment for those who sacrifice so much to protect 

others. 
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