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CRIMINOLOGY 

 

Stress is defined as being in a state of extreme strain, pressure, or difficulty. Stress can be 

emotionally or mentally disruptive and can upset conditions reacting to negative external 

influences.  Not all stress has adverse effects. For instance, working out or physical stress can 

improve the cardiovascular system, and studying pressure can help improve grades. Significant 

numbers of careers are associated with high-stress levels, but this document focuses on law 

enforcement agents.  Law enforcement agents work in highly stressful environments. Police 

stress refers to the negative effects associated with working as a law enforcement agent. This 

career path is among the few occupations that require employees to continuously risk their lives 

at any given time. Sources of stress for law enforcement agents include the police work, 

characteristics and practices of the criminal justice system, the public, and organizational 

characteristics and practices. Work-related stress can have adverse impacts on the personal as 

well as professional lives of law enforcement agents. This document discusses stress sources and 

their impacts on law enforcement agencies.  

Major stress sources 

Law enforcement officers do the same work everywhere, but stressors and stress levels 

may vary because of differences in culture, event perceptions, lifestyles, economic situation, and 

police social status. A major source of stress for the police is their occupational nature.  Police 

officers may have to witness extreme events that average citizens might not experience in their 

lifetime.  For instance, they view dead bodies and engage with corpses as a normal part of their 

work. Law enforcement agents might also have to kill someone or witness their workmates being 

killed, which are both extreme events (Stogner, Miller, McLean, 2020).  Even though these 

experiences might be rare, they are part of what a law enforcement agent can experience in the 

line of duty. In the cases that are not witnessed, police officers might hear about other officers 
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being killed or injured in the news creating emotional and psychological disruptions. They might 

be offered training and education on how to manage the impact of such situations, but because of 

being human, they are affected by exposure to such experiences.  A significant number of crime 

scenes stick in law enforcement agents for a long time which is a major stressor.  

Another source of stress for law enforcement agents derived from their work's nature is 

being open targets.  Police officers are open targets for criminals and terrorists because they 

represent the government or wearing the police uniform. The rarity of these events does not 

mean law enforcement agents stop being open targets. Living ready for situations like this is a 

stress in itself as to how a person waiting for execution experiences torture in waiting for the 

execution.  Another source of stress for law enforcement agents is in their work environment 

(Price, 2017).  Police officers have been recorded stating the work environment as the second 

most significant stressor. Research shows factors like inadequate department support, inadequate 

equipment, and the constantly changing shift hours(Stogner, Miller, McLean, 2020). Law 

enforcement agents have to fight terrorists and organized crime groups. To add to these work 

environment stressors is the promotion opportunities stress. A significant number of law 

enforcement officers believe that promotion opportunities are offered not based on merit but on 

politics. Police officers have stated, "it is not what you know, but who you know.”   

Another major source of stress is fiscal problems. Being a law enforcement agency is 

mostly preferred by low and middle-income families. It includes some social privileges like a 

lifetime tenure, which improves its attractiveness as a career path for some people. However, a 

significant number of people would not term the police salary as being satisfactory. Research on 

police motivation shows that among police officers, financial complaints are the major problems 

they face(Stogner, Miller, McLean, 2020).  Not being satisfied with the salary is a big 
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contributor to job dissatisfaction.  It is important that employees get satisfactory levels of 

financial support for them to focus on their jobs and have an ideal working environment. With 

financial problems being stressors, law enforcement agencies find it challenging to fulfill their 

duties because of divided attention. A significant number of police officers do not have the 

liberty to plan their social lives due to financial barriers(Price, 2017). Their social lives are 

limited by financial issues; hence their well-being is limited. Most law enforcement agencies can 

only afford basic needs and cannot have social plans like vacations to help reduce their 

occupational stress.  

Another major source of stress is the changing shifts experienced by law enforcement 

agents. Most police officers have a 12/24 shift which means they work for 12 hours and then 

rests for 24 hours. However, these shifts are subject to change by the police chief to 12/12, 12 

working hours, and 12 resting hours. Under these hard and arbitrary shifts, police are left with 

little to no time for socializing(Stogner, Miller, McLean, 2020).  Law enforcement agents might 

find it challenging to make time for their families and children since after working for 12 hours, 

they require the remaining 12 hours to recharge for the next 12 working hours.  Research on 

suicide and the police reveals that shift changes together with long working hours as being a 

major cause of stress for law enforcement agencies leading to suicide (Price, 2017). An 

investigation on Turkish police shows that the average life expectancy for Turkish people is 73.8 

while that of Turkish law enforcement agents is 55.9(Price, 2017). This means that the average 

life expectancy of a police officer is 18 years lesser than the average life expectancy of people in 

the same region. The law limits working hours for public servants to a maximum of 160 hours 

monthly, but police officers work between 240-300 hours every month. Additionally, the extra 

hours worked are not paid for.  
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Law enforcement agents' stress source also includes staff shortages, excessive 

administrative duties, bureaucratic red tapes, unequal division of work duties, inadequate 

resources, and the pressure to volunteer in non-working hours.  Law enforcement agents' sources 

of stress also include administrative problems and strict structures of hierarchy. Police officers 

have limited opportunities for being promoted as they have to take exams that lack a fixed 

schedule(El Sayed, Sanford, Kerley, 2019). On hierarchal structures that are strict, police officers 

have little to no motivators. They have no ambitions of being promoted to upper levels, are 

dissatisfied with their salaries, and their communication to superiors is limited, causing 

significant work-related stress(Price, 2017).  Ideological behaviors and political relations are 

viewed as having a dominant role in rewarding, appointing, and promotion systems. A 

significant number of police officers believe that without tall friends or relatives, it is impossible 

to progress in their career paths which is a significant source of stress(Price, 2017).  

 Law enforcement agents draw stress from the public relationship. In many parts of the 

world, a barrier exists between citizens and the police.  The police are often described as 

"uniforms" while the police refer to the public as "civilian," creating a major gap in the 

distinction of the public and police.  As such, it is challenging for police officers to feel like 

ordinary citizens. Since they have power, they might expect a certain concession in their lives, 

such as not wanting to wait in line (El Sayed, Sanford, Kerley, 2019). Citizens perceive this 

behavior as developing bias and hence do not establish true relationships with police. On the 

other hand, people might call their police friends for favors, such as when their car is being 

towed or other favors, which are stressors to law enforcement agencies.  Other stress-causing 

factors include the need to remain controlled even when provoked, having the responsibility of 
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taking care of the public, and alternating between boredom and sudden mobilized energy and 

alertness.   

Impact of stress on law enforcement agents 

 The impacts of stress on the emotional and physical well-being of law enforcement 

agents are numerous and sometimes severe. These stress have an adverse impact since they 

impair job performance and the personal lives of law enforcement agents. Research has shown 

that there is a high divorce rate in law enforcement agents' marriages than in other professions. 

The stress levels from work affect how police officers operate in their personal lives leading to 

high divorce rates.  The family members of police officers experience the stress brought by 

having law enforcement agents as part of the family(El Sayed, Sanford, Kerley, 2019). The 

occupational stress effects have been recorded to have a severe impact on the family as on the 

law enforcement agent.  A large percentage of people married to law enforcement agents stated 

experiencing high-stress levels associated with their spouse’s job.  The stress being experienced 

by spouses is a major concern issue because they create a stressful environment that then reflects 

back on the law enforcement agent’s work.   Stressful situations like working overtime and shift 

cause stress to the family also.  

Over time, law enforcement agents develop certain attitudinal problems, such as being 

cynical. Police officers become more cynical as they continue to progress in their careers. 

Spouses to these people also develop stress as they get concerned over their partners cynicism.   

Cynicism developed over time due to stressful situations makes all attitudes be reduced to 

negative.  Eventually, it leads to the person crushing, which impacts both personal and 

professional lives.  It causes problems in law enforcement agents as their partners find it 

challenging to deal with the increased negative attitudes and unwillingness to express feelings. 
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There is also the problem of being worried about their spouses' lives because they are exposed to 

harm in their line of work and their 24-hour role as law enforcement agents. Police officer’s 

children are often avoided, harassed, or teased because of their parent’s jobs (Stogner, Miller, 

McLean, 2020). These are among the leading factors causing problems and sometimes divorce in 

the personal lives of law enforcement agents.  Family members might have difficulties in helping 

the law enforcement agent with work-related problems or stress. The challenge arises due to little 

discussion on job aspects, the perception that the officer is becoming overprotective or too 

vigilant. There is also the common perception that law enforcement agents are more likely to 

engage in domestic violence because of the stressful nature of their jobs(El Sayed, Sanford, 

Kerley, 2019).  Even though law enforcement agents spend their lives assisting others, they have 

problems in seeking assistance themselves which impacts adversely their family relationship and 

professional life.   

Law enforcement officers also suffer from depression related with work-stress.   

Depression is a significant suicide casual factor for police officers, and it develops from long 

periods of unsorted stress.  Research shows that relationships problems are the number one cause 

of suicide among law enforcement agents, and the issue arises from work-related stress(El 

Sayed, Sanford, Kerley, 2019).  In their professional life, stress affects law enforcement agents in 

several ways. One, it is a constant cause of fatigue. Fatigue in the workplace can lead to 

impairment of the physical and mental ability of the officer, develops a fatigue cycle, limit job 

performance, and damage the health of an officer. Developing a cycle of fatigue is a serious risk 

because of the change shifts officers experience and insufficient sleep. Sleep is important in 

maintaining good health; hence sleep deprivation affects physiological, behavioral, and 

biochemical processes, adversely impacting the officer’s health(Price, 2017).  Long periods of 
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exposure to stress also cause anxiety and PTSD. Police officers might experience sleep inability, 

intimacy inability, increased guilt feelings, and increased nightmares.  The adverse impacts of 

stress include officers requiring more sick leaves, using force inappropriately, getting involved in 

an increased number of accidents, difficulty in maintaining relationships with other law 

enforcement agents, and an increased likelihood of dying in the line of duty due to poor 

concentration.  

To sum up, the work environment, including the line of work, are a significant source of 

stress for law enforcement agents. They are exposed to events that have serious impacts on their 

mental well-being. This, in turn, affects their physical well-being also. Stress factors from their 

line of work do affect not only their professional lives but also personal lives. Officers have a 

high divorce rate and high suicide rates associated with work-related stress. They have increased 

levels of cynicism, depression, anxiety, and PTSD. Stress impairs their judgment and might 

increase the threat levels of their high-risk jobs. A significant number of police officers find it 

hard to seek help which leads to their conditions getting worse.  
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