POLICE PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICES   -   A DISCUSSION PAPER.

July 1997.
1.1
An overview.
The New South Wales Police Service currently has both full time and part time psychologists, as well as a range of other behavioural personnel within its Employee Assistance Program.  Whilst not detracting from the services currently provided, what has been recognised is that the current ratio between mental health professionals and Police Service employees does not ensure timely and adequate levels of assistance.

Recently, the Employee Assistance Program (EAP) has contracted to mental health professionals outside the Service the burden of most counselling requirements.  The EAP has retained a referral function, in line with other major organisations, and has increased its range of services to include the current assessment/promotional role as well as a range of services to specialist units within the Service.

What is proposed is a role, within a region (s), for mental health professionals to develop a closer relationship with operational police and other duties as required.  This would largely assist in demystifying and extending the functions and effectiveness of mental health professionals within the Police Service.

1.2
The Policing Environment.
In 1997, the typical, operational police officer must perform a diversity of functions associated with the current policing philosophy of Community-based Policing.  Among these functions are those of the counsellors, social workers, negotiators, investigators as well as provide a visible, physical deterrent to potential offenders.  These roles may often be contradictory in nature and produce a reasonable amount of stress, for the officer and sometimes for his or her family and friends.  It has been widely acknowledged that policing and the police organisations contribute to many illnesses, relationship separations, substance (and alcohol) use/abuse as well as a higher level of suicide than for most other occupations.  Whilst the emphasis must be on recruiting and selecting better and more emotionally healthier police applicants, it does not obviate the Services’ responsibilities to currently employed police officers and administrative staff.

Principally alcohol use/abuse is regarded as indicators as a means of self-medication to regulate policing pressures and divorce may result from a combination of alcohol abuse and its subsequent impact on the officer’s behaviour.  The officer’s behaviour may also be altered by the need to isolate the emotional aspects of his or her duties.  This isolation, when taken home, can result in the officer appearing cold, callous and unresponsive to the emotional needs, both the officer’s and his or her family/friends.

Aside from this potential emotional numbing, physical disability, and behavioural misconduct of officers as a result of stress, the stress can diminish the police response and provide the Police Service with a core of disaffected and potentially uncommunity-minded police.

The increased demands from the media, the community, our political masters, a changing police organisation coupled with pressures for a level of professionalism from police officers adds still further to the stress and pressures on police officers and their police managers and supervisors.

Most police work is not the action-orientated pressured activity portrayed in the media and modern fiction, but often mundane, boring and repetitive tasks sometimes far divorced from the perceived roles of police.  This mundane atmosphere may be instantly catapulted into situations of life-or-death decisions or incidents where the officer may rightly feel some measure of panic or helplessness.  The mental and physiological reactions required to respond effectively and appropriately to the situation can produce a great deal of stress.  The current environment of accountability and trial-by-media can produce far more.  Interestingly, the boredom of other aspects of policing can produce as much stress, in some individuals, as responding to and investigating crimes and disturbing incidents.

Recent research from the United States indicates that policing is the most emotionally dangerous occupation and my recent visit to the FBI Academy in Virginia supports this view.  Much of the behavioural analysis of FBI investigators focuses on their responses to structured scenarios and situations.  In 1996, a study conducted by Dr Higgins indicated that for one in 16 police probationary constables (from NSW Police Service) the occupation resulted in diagnosable levels of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Her study did not indicate the prevalence and presence of other mental health problems for the other 15 constables.  It can be realistically proposed that an unknown proportion of these remaining police suffered from a range of reactions to their roles and functions as police.

Though police training are far advanced from the days of being big enough and touch enough to handle the role, training typically emphasises narrowly defined aspects of the job dealing with criminal activity, understanding relevant laws, effective firearms training, self-defence and other survival techniques.  Strategies for coping with job-related stress are seldom if ever considered.

1.3
Psychological Services in Police Work.
Since the 1960's, government agencies and industry have focused on the principle that the welfare of the organisation is highly dependent on the welfare of the people within the organisation.  Currently the NSW Police Service Employee Assistance Program is engaged in a variety of programs from alcohol/drug use and abuse, health and welfare matters, to a consultancy for a range of other behavioural and psychological services.  Whilst the Welfare and Rehabilitation programs function on self and other referrals, many other programs are dependent on self-referral, which for police officer is sometimes a reluctant referral.  The movement from employee assistance programs to the use of mental health professionals from personal problems for police has been slow and unpredictable.  It certainly has lagged behind many police agencies in the United States and Europe.

In the United States, the mishandling of administrative and internal complaints against many police officers resulted in the position of police psychologist being created.  In the late 1970's the role of police psychologists was extended from a mainly supportive role to educator, training police in a variety of methods for interpersonal crisis management, conflict resolution and a range of techniques in dealing with the mentally disordered person.  Recent legislation including The Occupational Health and Safety Act clearly places the welfare and psychological support of personnel within the responsibilities of police management.  The recent tragedy in Port Arthur resulted in the Tasmania Police losing a number of experienced police, some of whom are taking legal action against the Police Department for failure to provide timely and adequate support.

As a result of the extended duty , exposure and incidents at the Centennial Olympic Games, the Atlanta-Fulton County Police Force lost almost 7% of its police force even with the provision of a large psychological services team, of which I was a member.

.1.4
The Delivery of Police Psychological Services
Research from the United States and United Kingdom indicates that there is no ‘best’ or preferred program or delivery system.  No single program characterises, or is representative of, all programs of psychological services in law enforcement organisations.  Systems for delivery of such services vary in many ways:

a)
The requirements and needs of the police service organisation place numerous and often unique constraints upon police administrators which impact upon the type of program of psychological services and the system utilised for its delivery within a particular department.  Victoria and New South Wales have the largest numbers of in-house mental health professionals, but they also have the largest police forces, both in terms of police personnel and policing roles and police attended incidents.  The other states have much smaller numbers of in-house professionals, South Australia, for instance, has one psychologist for over 3500 police, the Federal Police have similarly one psychologist for a similar number of police scattered throughout Australia.  In comparison, the Australian Army has at their disposal more than 230 psychologists, most on the reserve list, to service 30,000 personnel.  It is arguable which group suffers from the most work related stress and of greater media interest.

Western Australia has recently split its psychological service unit into two separate functions, that of recruit screening and selection/training and another group for welfare and counselling services, the first Police Force to recognise the differing specialisations of mental health professionals.

The FBI in 1985 recognised that the in-house psychologists could not service their agents which were spread all over the United States, so they created a central office within the Academy and several psychologists in major centres to act independently and as a referral agency.

b)
The budgetary constraints, the size of area where police service is required to be provided, the number of community members residing in police boundaries and the number of police personnel determine the cost effectiveness for such a decentralised system of psychological support.  The advantage of decentralising is in an increased response time and a better, more integrated relationship between the psychologist and police and administrative personnel.

c)
Each mental health professional brings differing degrees of expertise, background and interest to the position of a police psychologist.  Whilst most past and present police psychologists are talented and dedicated people, few have had immediate contact with operational policing, this has been due to the relative few number of mental health professionals in comparison with the number of police officers that require assistance.  What services that are provided tend to be under demand from a number of competitive sources, both individual and organisational.

d)
It becomes readily apparent that the eventual structure of and delivery system for the psychological services program in policing is shaped by the organisational demands.  A review of the literature has revealed no successful effort to attempt to quantify the number of police departments with psychological services, or to describe, in any great detail, existing delivery systems.  In essence, each police psychology unit has to ‘reinvent-the-wheel’ with regards to a mental health care delivery system.  The current system in New South .Wales is to utilise various mental health professionals in a counselling role across the state, whilst maintaining a central unit to meet the various and numerous demands of agencies, task forces, academy and Local Area Commands.

The debate as to whether in-house or part-time psychologists are used remains unclear, depending on the value of psychologists to police managers.  The full-time in-house psychologist would appear preferable, from experience within the United States, for a number of reasons.  The most convincing, from research into police officer attitudes of psychologists, is that the full-time psychologist is not perceived as an ‘outsider’ and therefore is accepted by this otherwise closed society of police officers.  This is in part due to the perceived commitment to police work, and accessibility to sensitive information, major case files, personnel records and other classified police documents.

The other major advantage with a full-time psychologist is that the knowledge of the intimate dynamics of the police organisation, police policy, the hands-on experience gained (or previously obtained) and the visibility of the psychologist which assists in earning the trust of the officers.

1.5
Operational Police Psychology.
Notwithstanding the range of specialist services that may be provided to police officers in identified specialist positions, the operational or field police officer is generally poorly catered for unless referred by a police supervisor or self-referred.  More than 80% of  ‘general duties’ police officer is concerned with people management of persons in various situations.  Proficient handling of these situations has been shown to increase substantially as a result of training in police psychological skills.  There are four main areas where these skills are directly beneficial:

1.
Dispute management (family, business, neighbours).

2.
Victim management/ community member assistance.

3.
Handling mentally ill or suicidal individuals.

4.
Management of angry or hostile persons.

Dispute disturbances, victim management comprise the majority of calls typically responded to by police in daily field or general duty.  Although mentally ill and suicide calls do not occur with great frequency, they are potentially volatile and politically sensitive and thus need special care, recent events such as the police shooting on Bondi Beach are an example of this.  

It is apparent that the modern general duty officer is frequently called upon to be a ‘human problem solver’, traditionally these events are referred to as “crisis intervention”.  This term does not indicate the actual engagement level which is more low social interactions, but does not detract from their importance in police duties.  Research with the Los Angeles Police Department indicates that training of police officers in effective psychological skills for handling these areas result in trained officers performing better than untrained officers, specifically: a reduction in repeat attendances to incidents/situations, improved police officer and community member safety, significant increases in public satisfaction and confidence with the police, greater cooperation of victims of follow up investigations and willingness to cooperate in police court prosecutions, and a reduction in police officer stress.  As a direct consequence, police officers tended to spend less time on their calls, achieving a more effective use of scarce resources.

Additional services may be provided to support investigations conducted by both general duty and plainclothes police, a recent increase in criminal profiling services indicates the extent and diversity of psychological input with investigations.  Police shootings, excessive use of force investigations and assessment of ‘difficult’ officers are in addition to the range of services currently provided by psychologists within the NSW Police Service.

Specifically, there is an opportunity for psychological services to be provided at a more local level than was previously possible.  The current organisation of psychological services for the Police Service is broadly based around the Four-Region model, recently replaced.  The advent of the Eleven-Regions has created a window of opportunity to reduce the client base of psychological services.  Whereas in the previous model, each psychologist within the Police Psychology Unit had to service approximately 4,000 personnel plus specialist agencies, the feedback at both general duty level and senior management level indicates that this was largely unsuccessful.  

It might be cost effective and more psychological-service effective to have a dedicated psychologist service one region at a time, thereby reducing the client base to around 1700 personnel, including scarce resource personnel.  The location of the Employee Assistance Branch, where the Police Psychology Unit was housed was chosen to provide the maximum level of privacy for persons wishing to utilise those services, the majority for counselling.

An alternative would be to house the psychologist with or near the Region Commanders office, this would provide a more accessible location for personnel and link the psychologist to a point where decisions could be made quickly in matters relating to welfare and mental health of personnel.  Most police are ambivalent about seeking the services of a psychologist, if located nearer their place of work and with the opportunity to develop relationships with Local Area Commanders and patrols, this ambivalence may be overcome.  Referrals may then be made by the supervisor, the LAC or any peer support officer.  If integrated with welfare and other EAP services, it would provide the Region Commander with up-to-date information regarding personnel problems and increased response time.

1.6
The Fourteen Point Program.
Based on the Palo Alto project between the police department and a psychology provider, the fourteen point program was an attempt to negotiate with a police agency a range of services initially required by that agency.  Revised each year it was designed to be flexible and dictated by mutual diagnosis of current needs within the police organisation.

The fourteen points are:

  1.
Provide counselling and/or make referrals for persons experiencing high stress.

  2.
Provide conflict resolution for individuals and groups.

  3.
Identify sources of organisational stress and consult with patrols and individual managers to resolve them.

  4.
Monitor organisational change to assure involvement and information for all those affected.

  5.
Monitor management decisions with regard to their stress impact, search for implementation methods which 
minimise the stressful impact, and advise management staff.

  6.
Train FTO’s, supervisors, and managers in communication, problem solving, conflict resolution, and 
supervisory  skills which can minimise stress for personnel.

  7.
Advise individual managers on stress-producing practices and events within their patrols.

  8.
Educate all personnel in the range of stress reduction/health enhancement techniques available in their area 
and encourage their use.

  9.
Design and facilitate team-building and problem-solving workshops for managers and patrols.

10.
Teach personnel how to design and facilitate problem-solving workshops.

11.
Sponsor special events or workshops related to personal and organisational health.

12.
Assist in program evaluation as it relates to personal and organisational health.

13.
Liaise with specialist units to determine services to meet their specialised needs and requirements.

14.
Provide managers of specialist units with information and supporting techniques to assist in meeting their 
goals and targets with relation to investigations and programs.

The individual counselling would be short-term, usually crisis-orientated and spontaneous, it has a special advantage in averting larger crisis, particularly in the workplace.  Frequently these workplace crisis are precipitated by an interpersonal event, and so require immediate and effective resolution.  Conflict resolution like meeting facilitation and problem solving are skills that can be taught to others so that they are incorporated into the workplace.  Change, which is inevitable, often results in conflict and misunderstanding, structuring change is often the solution where all parties involved are informed of the change process and desired outcomes.

1.7
Psychology and Training.
The traditional academy training programs have focused on the officer’s mastery of subjects such as the law related to police work, the use of firearms, control tactics and techniques and procedures to be used in the field phase of their training.  The shortcomings of this traditional model have been largely related to the fact that the recruits had little or no field experience and had limited knowledge of the difficulties they would later encounter as officers.  While these courses, including brief lectures by psychologists served as an introduction and made new officers that there was administrative interest in their emotional well-being, they were somewhat incomplete.

It can be argued that a new class of course is required, these could include: crisis intervention techniques, community resources identification and utilisation, leadership development, abnormal behaviour and the identification of the mentally disturbed, hostage negotiations techniques, and peer counselling awareness techniques.  Other courses should be directed at cross-cultural sensitivity, verbal mediation and appropriate use of force.

With the increasing numbers of women joining the Police Service, many women officers face not only initial public scepticism regarding their authority and competence, as well as negotiating a minefield of male/female occupational and interpersonal difficulties.  Courses the focus on the advantages of utilising female skills in negotiation and communication may create an atmosphere where methods for maintaining professional relationships can be explored.  Women may also require other courses such as assertiveness training, preparation for entry into a traditional male role, the quasi-military experience of policing, role conflict, support systems, and coping with stress.

1.8
Police Officer or Civilian.

In 1989 James Reese Ph.D. of the FBI, created a job description and task analysis for the position of Police Psychologist.  One of the requirements of that task analysis was that the psychologist be a sworn officer.  At that time there were less than 100 psychologists working in the United States out of over 35,000 that were, or had been serving police.  In Australia , there are currently four serving police officers with the qualifications to practice as police psychologists.  The police officer in this position has a number of advantages over his or her civilian counterparts:

a)
the psychologist/officer has a great deal more understanding of the policing position.

b)
the capacity to form instant empathy is more likely with a psychologist who is or has been a police officer.

c)
a psychologist/officer has many characteristics of the peer counsellor because of having experienced many of 
the events that the client officer is likely to discuss, particularly critical incidents or stressful situations.

d)
trust between the police officer and the psychologist is more rapid and more thorough when the psychologist 
is also a police officer.

e)
the psychologist/officer understands the clients language much better than a staff psychologist without such 
experience.

f)
police clients themselves express a preference for sworn personnel linking the psychologists role to the 
uniqueness of the police function.

Many of the disadvantages of the psychologist/officer are concerned with determining who is the ‘client’ in the role.  Another problem lies in the command and control model of policing - the psychologist should be accountable directly to the senior manager (Region Commander) and possess staff authority equal to that of Duty Officer, such an arrangement negates some of the difficult, tedious, and disruptive territorial battles that tend to occur in a bureaucracy.  This staff authority also enables the psychologist to move within patrols with some measure of legitimacy than would be the case without such authority.

1.9
In Summary.
The police psychologist has four distinct roles:

1.
Provider of traditional psychological services needed by individuals and by the organisation (Region).

2.
Trainer and educator.

3.
Management consultant on innovation, attitude change and morale.

4.
Research and program evaluator with the appropriate feedback to encourage change.

Psychology has a great deal to offer policing, where officers and management face a considerable variety of problems, many of which can be addressed by a knowledgeable and skilful professional psychologist - more so if the person is or has been a serving officer.  Whether psychological services can be effective depends on the degree to which police managers accept that understanding human behaviour can further the goals and purposes of policing.

Although there may be models where this spontaneously occurs, it is the rarity and exception rather than the usual and customary.  Police officers, both at the ground level and at the managerial level, are often suspicious of new ideas that differ from the way they were trained and the way they think policing should be operated.

The move toward smaller administrative cores and the focus on the provision of services to the community offers an opportunity to manage and develop police officers in an environment open to smaller organisational pressures.  The LAC has unprecedented responsibility and challenges with the authority to make changes at a local level which more directly impact the community than previous policing models.  The smaller regions offer an opportunity to provide mental health services that are more responsive and of greater immediate relevance than was previously the case.  This discussion paper seeks to explore the some of the issues in the provision of these services.
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