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One could easily argue that the field of law enforcement is currently experiencing a legitimacy 
crisis in the United States. Gallup Poll data, the most reliable source of data we have, has shown 
that for the last several years, citizen confidence in their local police has been rather low. In the 
first quarter of 2016, only 58% of persons surveyed indicated that they had confidence in their 
local police. When asking only African-Americans, only 28% indicated that they had confidence 
in their local police. Compare this to 1968 when 77% of all Americans had confidence in their 
local police. Today, 40% of whites, and 73% of African-Americans believe that the police treat 
blacks and Hispanics less fairly than they do whites. Furthermore, 44% of all Americans currently 
rate the honesty and ethical standards of police officers as “low” or “very low.”1 Clearly about half 
of Americans have less than favorable opinions of the police today, and these negative attitudes 
are even stronger among African-Americans. 
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What can be done to reverse this trend? This was the question we at the Dolan Consulting Group 
asked when we developed our Winning Back the Community course. We examined several decades 
of research related to citizen satisfaction with the police, reading through more than one hundred 
published studies. These studies have consistently revealed five factors that contribute to the 
development of citizen dissatisfaction with the law enforcement profession, which we cover in our 
Winning Back the Community course. The strongest predictor of dissatisfaction, however, is having 
personally had a prior negative contact with the police. Every published study of citizen 
satisfaction with the police has found this to be true, and the quality of prior police contacts makes 
up 50% of an individual’s attitude toward the police.2 
 

What is a Negative Contact? 
 
After learning that a negative police contact had such a significant impact on citizen confidence in 
all police, we sought to determine what constitutes a negative contact. We were able to find several 
studies that looked at citizen satisfaction within the context of specific types of police-public 
interactions. We located and reviewed four studies that examined citizen satisfaction with traffic 
stop encounters.3 We also reviewed two studies that involved non-crime calls for service, and five 
studies that surveyed the satisfaction of crime victims after they reported their victimization to the 
police.4 All eleven of these studies showed similar results. Across all studies, the following were 
the characteristics that reduce citizen satisfaction with police-citizen interactions: 
 

x The officer yelled at me or spoke in an angry tone 
x The officer was verbally abusive 
x The officer swore at me or called me a derogatory term 
x The officer was sarcastic or seemed uninterested in my problem 
x The officer remained silent and didn’t try to answer my questions 
x The officer called me by my first name or by a nickname 

 
Across all of the studies, the factors that increased citizen satisfaction with police-cit izen 
interactions included: 
 

x The officer was courteous and polite 
x The officer introduced himself and explained the reason for the interaction 
x The officer called me “sir” or “ma’am,” or by my title and last name (i.e., “Mr. Johnson”)  
x The officer listened to what I had to say and empathized with me 
x The officer tried to help and explained the reason for his or her actions 

 
No matter whether the person surveyed was a driver stopped for a traffic violation, a 
complainant in a disturbance call, or a victim of a crime, the results were the same. What 
mattered most to all of these citizens was how the officers spoke to them. Whether or not the 
officer was polite, spoke in a respectful manner, verbally showed sincere concern, and 
empathized were all more important to the citizen than response time, whether or not they 
received a ticket, whether or not their assailant was apprehended, or whether they got their 
stolen property back. 
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The research evidence is clear: citizen confidence and satisfaction in the police is influenced most 
by the quality of the citizen’s recent contacts with the police. The research is also clear that what 
matters most in whether or not these contacts are perceived as negative or positive by the citizen 
is the demeanor displayed by the officer. Officer demeanor with citizens, therefore, is of paramount 
importance. While officers’ displays of discourteous demeanor with the public are nothing new, 
the increased visibility of these poor interactions is new, and it is driving down confidence in the 
police nationwide. Due to the proliferation of camera phones and instant worldwide exposure via 
the internet, poor demeanor on the part of individual officers is instantly visible to everyone. The 
legitimacy of our profession may be suffering from a thousand little cuts caused by unnecessar ily 
negative demeanor on the part of some officers.  
 

Addressing Discourteous Officer Demeanor 
 
While officer displays of discourteous demeanor have a significant impact on the public’s 
confidence in the police, research regarding citizen complaints has consistently revealed that 
officer discourtesy is the most common type of complaint filed.5 What can law enforcement 
leaders do to improve police-citizen contacts?  
 
The first place to start would be training, as no officers should be held accountable for failing to 
do what they have not been properly equipped to do. Have you trained your officers how to deal 
with verbally confrontational citizens? Since it is a fact that officers are required to use their 
verbal communication skills thousands of times more often than their use of force skills, and 
more citizen complaints each year result from officer communication than occur from use of 
force, why do we spend so little time training for verbal communication under stress? Just 
like with our scenario-based Simunitions® or “Redman” training, officers should routinely be put 
through difficult communication scenarios and required to perform under stress. Physical presence 
and verbal commands are certainly part of the legitimate use of force tools available to officers, so 
verbal communication skills should be combined with other forms of scenario-based use of force 
training as physical force is not always the outcome of encounters with uncooperative citizens.    
 
Verbal conflict training is crucial. Law enforcement-specific interpersonal communicat ions 
training should be mandatory for all new officers, and made a part of continuous in-service 
training.  The Dolan Consulting Group offers training in Surviving Verbal Conflict that teaches 
officers how to engage with difficult citizens and survive the encounter with their career, and the 
reputation of their agency, intact. In addition to formal training, short roll call training sessions can 
occur through the use of YouTube® videos. YouTube (sadly) has hundreds of example videos of 
police-citizen interactions that can be shown and evaluated at roll call. While most of these are 
examples of what not to do, there are a few examples of excellent officer demeanor and 
communication skills. These videos can be shown at roll call and then the shift supervisor can lead 
a brief discussion about what the officer did, what could have been done differently, and what their 
own agency’s expectations would be concerning this interaction.      
          
After training, next come clear policies. Clear policies need to be established that specify how 
officers are to communicate with citizens when representing the agency. Such policies could 
require that officers, unless prohibited by an emergency situation, identify themselves and state  
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the reason for the interaction with the citizen when detaining citizens or arriving at calls. Policies 
should outline the manner in which officers are to address citizens (i.e., “Ms. Smith” or “Ma’am”) 
and what types of references are forbidden (i.e., “bro” or “cuz”). Again, the Surviving Verbal 
Conflict course can assist personnel in outlining policies dictating verbal communica t ion 
standards.  
 
Finally, there is accountability. Considering the impact bad officer demeanor can have on overall 
citizen confidence with the police nationwide, it is important that officers know these complaints 
will be taken seriously. Repercussions for violating agency policies on interpersona l 
communication should first focus on correcting the behavior. This can be accomplished through 
additional training such as the formal training mentioned above, or having the officer repeat the 
complaint scenario in writing and with a trainer until the officer demonstrates proficiency in being 
able to handle the encounter within policy guidelines. When dealing with a toxic employee who 
ends up being resistant to corrective actions and re-training, progressive discipline (sometimes to 
the point of termination) may be necessary.  
 

 
Conclusion 

 
To improve citizen confidence with the police nationally, and in each individual community, 
law enforcement agencies need to emphasize training in interpersonal communication skills, 
help officers hone these skills, create policies that require use of these skills, and hold officers 
accountable when they fail to utilize these skills . The cumulative effect of unprofessional officer 
demeanor is not unlike the principles of the “broken windows” theory. Broken windows theory 
suggests that small signs of physical decay, if left unrepaired, lead to apathy among the area 
residents. This apathy eventually permits further physical decay, which signals to criminals that 
social norms are loosely enforced here, emboldening them to commit more crime in the area. Just 
like this chain of events eventually snowballs from a single broken window or abandoned car to 
open drug dealing and street shootings, perhaps a negative contact with the police is the first 
step toward the lack of support for the police that we are seeing today in so many 
communities.  
 
When a single officer engages in unprofessional demeanor with a citizen, the research shows that 
this negatively impacts the attitude toward all police for that citizen, and any citizens who 
witnessed the encounter (including on the internet or in the news). If no negative repercussions are 
experienced by that officer for the event, that officer is emboldened to repeat the behavior in more 
interactions with citizens, and the officer’s peers are also emboldened to behave the same way 
when they see there are no consequences from their department. As this unprofessional demeanor 
spreads, it has a cumulative effect on the public as more and more citizens lower their impressions 
of law enforcement officers. If unprofessional demeanor is not addressed in a serious way, the law 
enforcement profession loses social capital among the general public and the media, and when 
high profile incidents occur – such as the lethal application of force – there is a lack of support and 
trust for the police.  
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Threats to Surviving this Job 
 

Richard R. Johnson, Ph.D. 
 
Law enforcement is one of the most difficult, stressful, and dangerous careers an individual can 
pursue. The threats to your life, however, come from more sources than the knives and guns of 
evil doers. In fact, less than 20% of the law enforcement officers who died over the last three years 
died as a result of an assault. Even after you leave the job, the things you were exposed to as a law 
enforcement officer can still shorten your life. Recent research has revealed that law enforcement 
officers still only live an average of 6 years beyond retirement.1 While the average life expectancy 
in the U.S. is about 78 years, it is only 66 years for law enforcement officers.2  
 
Just as it is important in officer safety training to identify and analyze the threats posed by 
criminals, we should also be doing the same for threats posed by sources other than an attacker. 
Just as we pass along intelligence updates about the latest concealed weapon or BOLO memos 
about dangerous persons in our jurisdictions, we should be passing along information about the 
other lethal risks law enforcement officers face. The information below will remind you of the 
many health dangers you face in a law enforcement career, and will conclude with a brief overview 
of ways to protect yourself against these many dangers. 
 

Law Enforcement Officer Mortality 
 
According to the Officer-Down Memorial Page website, over the last three years 398 law 
enforcement officers died while on duty or in the line of duty.3 When one adds the estimated 
number of active law enforcement officers who committed suicide, the total number of officer 
deaths over the last three years rises to 806 deaths, or an average of 269 officer deaths each year. 4 
As there are approximately 809,000 full and part-time law enforcement officers at the local, state, 
and federal level in the U.S., this means 1 out of every 3,000 officers dies at work or because of 
work each year.5  
 

Deaths Due to Violence 
 
Over the last three years, 157 law enforcement officers have died from a violent attack. Of these 
deaths, 119 involved a firearm, 23 a vehicle used as a weapon, 7 bombs, 6 clubs or fists, and 2 
involved an edged weapon. Together, these deaths only made up 19.5% of all the officer deaths 
from 2013 through 2015. 
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Deaths Due to Accidents 

 
Over the last three years, 148 law enforcement officers died in an accident. Of these deaths, 126 
involved a vehicle, such as cars, motorcycles, aircraft, and watercraft. They involved incidents 
such as normal driving, emergency driving, and being hit by a vehicle as a pedestrian. The 
remaining 22 deaths resulted from accidental causes such as drowning, electrocution, firearms 
accidents, and falls. 
 

Deaths Due to Health or Exposures 
 
Over the last three years, 93 law enforcement officers died at work due to health issues, or died 
due to health problems from things they were exposed to at work. Of these deaths, 46 were due to 
exposures at work to such things as HIV/AIDS, hepatitis, tuberculosis, or toxic substances. The 
remaining 47 died at work due to a heart attack, stroke, or brain aneurism. In addition to these 
numbers, it is unknown how many officers died in retirement over the last three years due to health 
problems they developed from this career. Retired law enforcement officers die of heart disease, 
cancer (esophageal, colon, kidney, and lymphatic), and cirrhosis of the liver at much higher rates 
than the average U.S. retired population.6  
 

Deaths Due to Suicide 
      
Suicide is the leading cause of death among active law enforcement officers. All of the causes of 
death discussed above, when combined, only account for half of the officer deaths in the U.S. over 
the last three years. While firm numbers are hard to get, it is estimated that at least 408 law 
enforcement officers took their own lives from 2013 through 2015.7  
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Training to Survive 
 
The odds are that you already participate in officer safety training to combat threats of violence. 
You train with your firearm and other weapons. You practice your defensive tactics techniques. 
You are constantly on guard mentally, observing for possible physical threats. You likely read and 
discuss books and articles regarding officer safety techniques, but do you do the same to defend 
against the other (more prevalent) dangers from your job? Do you go to training on officer 
wellness? Do you read books and articles about how to survive this career and live a healthy 
retirement? Do you utilize the techniques that can help alleviate stress from the job in a safe and 
healthy way? Do you practice the techniques that can improve your overall physical and 
psychological well-being? Do you even know what these techniques are? 
  
There are a number of techniques that have been proven to help law enforcement officers reduce 
stress, prevent suicide, and reduce the risk of physical and psychological health issues. First, just 
as in training against violent attacks, mental conditioning helps officers prepare for non-violent 
situations that still pose career dangers or stressors. Visualizing potential situations and thinking 
through in advance how you would handle them improves performance and reduces stress. Second, 
just as is the case on the firing range, breathing techniques can help lower an officer’s hyperarousal 
to stressful circumstances, reducing tunnel vision and giving the officer clearer thoughts. Third, 
physical conditioning, in the form of exercise, proper diet, sufficient sleep, and avoiding 
substances harmful to your body, can have an enormous impact on fighting off illnesses and 
reducing stress. Finally, hobbies, interests, and relationships outside of public safety work are 
crucial to an officer’s physical and mental health.8 
 
We at the Dolan Consulting Group hope that you take as much interest in your total safety and 
well-being as you do in your safety from violent attack. Below are resources we highly recommend 
that you utilize to improve your health, safety, and well-being. Stay safe!  
 
 
 
Books: 
 
Gilmartin, K. M. (2002). Emotional Survival for Law Enforcement: A Guide for Officers and their 
Families. Tucson, AZ: E-S Press.      
 
Blum, L. N. (2000). Force Under Pressure: How Cops Live and Why They Die. New York, NY: 
Lantern Books. 
 
Barker, J. C. (1999). Danger, Duty, and Disillusion: The Worldview of Los Angeles Police 
Officers. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press. 
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DOLAN CONSULTING GROUP 
 
The Dolan Consulting Group LLC is an organization of public policy experts who address issues related to 
public service provision organizations, such as law enforcement agencies, corrections agencies, fire 
departments, emergency medical services, hospitals, and school districts. We provide services such as 
assessments, training, and research with the goal of improving the operations and outputs of these agencies 
through evidence-based solutions. Our staff includes former public safety leaders, attorneys, and 
statisticians, all of whom also have real world experience working in government and conducting quality 
training. 
 
 

Dolan Consulting Group 
Harry P. Dolan, President and CEO 

2840 Plaza Place, Suite 325 
Raleigh, NC 27612 

info@DolanConsultingGroup.com 
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