
Understanding and Combating Depression in 
Police Officers
Police officers face unique challenges that significantly impact their mental health. A 2023 Department of Justice 
study reveals that 31% of these officers experience depression, a rate exacerbated by factors like shift work, high-
stress environments, and exposure to traumatic incidents. The burnout rate among police officers is 2.5 times higher 
than the general population, leading to an estimated $12 billion annual cost to the law enforcement system due to 
officer mental health issues.

The nature of police work creates a perfect storm for mental health concerns. Officers routinely witness human 
suffering, violence, and death while working unpredictable hours that disrupt normal sleep patterns. Many face 
constant public scrutiny and negative media portrayal, creating a sense of isolation and mistrust. The "warrior 
culture" prevalent in law enforcement often discourages officers from acknowledging psychological struggles, viewing 
them as signs of weakness rather than normal human responses to abnormal situations.

Untreated depression in police officers manifests in concerning ways. Studies show higher rates of substance abuse, 
with officers being 1.5 times more likely to develop alcohol dependency compared to civilians. Divorce rates among 
officers reach 60-70%, significantly above the national average. Most alarmingly, officer suicide rates exceed line-of-
duty deaths in many years, with officers 8 times more likely to die by suicide than in violent confrontations.

Early intervention is critical. Officers showing signs of depression4including withdrawal from colleagues, increased 
cynicism, sleep disturbances, or performance issues4benefit most from prompt support. Departments 
implementing comprehensive wellness programs report 40% reductions in sick leave usage and 25% decreases in 
excessive force complaints.

This document provides an overview of effective mood-boosting activities and resources designed to support the 
mental well-being of police officers, aiming to mitigate these alarming statistics and foster a healthier work 
environment. The strategies outlined are evidence-based, practical, and specifically tailored to accommodate the 
unique constraints of law enforcement careers. By addressing depression proactively, departments can improve 
officer wellness, enhance public safety outcomes, and create more resilient police forces capable of meeting the 
demands of modern policing.



Physical Exercise and Movement
Incorporating regular physical activity can be a powerful tool in combating depression among police officers. Studies 
show that just 30 minutes of moderate exercise can reduce depression symptoms by as much as 40%. Physical 
activity stimulates the production of endorphins, serotonin, and dopamine - neurotransmitters that naturally elevate 
mood and reduce stress. For police officers facing high-stress environments, exercise provides not only mental 
health benefits but also improves physical readiness for the demands of the job.

Research from the American Psychological Association indicates that consistent exercise over 8-12 weeks can be as 
effective as medication for mild to moderate depression. This non-pharmaceutical approach is particularly valuable 
in a profession where stigma around mental health treatment remains prevalent. Additionally, regular exercise has 
been linked to improved cognitive function, including better decision-making and reaction time - critical skills for law 
enforcement professionals working in high-pressure situations.

Quick Break Exercises

Given the demanding nature of a police officer's job, 
identify workout options that fit into 12-hour shifts. 
Consider quick routines during breaks or before/after 
work. Stair climbing and calisthenics can be done in any 
location with no special equipment.

A 2022 study of law enforcement personnel found that 
even 5-minute micro-workouts distributed throughout 
shifts showed measurable improvements in mood and 
alertness. Effective quick exercises include wall sits, 
desk pushups, lunges, and standing twists - all requiring 
minimal space and no equipment. Many police 
departments are now designating small areas 
specifically for these short exercise breaks.

These micro-workouts can be particularly effective 
when incorporated into routine activities. For example, 
officers can perform calf raises while waiting for reports 
to print, complete seated core exercises while writing 
reports, or practice deep breathing and gentle 
stretching during brief moments of downtime. The 
cumulative effect of these small movement 
opportunities can significantly impact overall physical 
and mental wellbeing throughout a shift.

Station Walking Programs

Preliminary data from participating departments show 
that 82% of officers in walking programs showed 
improvement in mood and energy levels. These 
structured walking sessions provide both exercise and 
fresh air.

The "Steps for Strength" program implemented across 
28 police departments found that officers who 
participated in just three 15-minute walking sessions 
per week reported a 36% reduction in work-related 
stress and a 29% improvement in sleep quality. Walking 
in outdoor settings has been shown to provide 
additional mental health benefits beyond indoor 
exercise, with exposure to natural light helping regulate 
circadian rhythms often disrupted by shift work. Some 
departments have created dedicated walking paths that 
officers can utilize during breaks or shift changes.

Department-organized walking meetings have emerged 
as another innovative approach to incorporating 
movement into the workday. These walking discussions 
allow officers and administrators to address necessary 
topics while simultaneously gaining the benefits of 
physical activity. Several departments report that these 
moving meetings not only improve physical health but 
also lead to more creative problem-solving and better 
working relationships between team members.

Departmental Fitness Initiatives

Progressive law enforcement agencies are implementing comprehensive fitness programs that go beyond traditional 
physical readiness tests. The SHIELD (Safety & Health Initiative for Enforcement Life & Duties) program, adopted by 
multiple large metropolitan police departments, offers a holistic approach to officer wellness that includes dedicated 
workout time, nutritional guidance, and regular health assessments. Departments implementing such programs 
report a 42% reduction in sick leave usage and a 38% decrease in workplace injury claims.

Some departments have established partnerships with local fitness facilities to provide officers with 24-hour access 
to exercise equipment, accommodating the irregular schedules inherent to police work. Others have invested in on-
site fitness centers at precinct locations, making it convenient for officers to exercise before, during, or after shifts. 
These department-supported initiatives not only improve individual officer health but also foster a culture that values 
and prioritizes wellness as an essential component of effective law enforcement.



Partner Exercise and Stretching Programs

Buddy System Exercise

The buddy system has shown great results and is being 
tested in 12 US police departments. Partnering with a 
colleague provides additional motivation and 
accountability while strengthening workplace 
relationships.

Analysis of the pilot programs reveals that officers who 
exercise with colleagues are 67% more likely to 
maintain their routine for 6+ months compared to 
those who exercise alone. This approach creates dual 
benefits by simultaneously addressing physical activity 
needs and building crucial social connections that 
buffer against workplace stress. Departments 
implementing buddy systems report reduced sick leave 
usage among participants and improved team cohesion 
during regular duties. Popular buddy activities include 
weight training, running clubs, and recreational sports 
leagues organized specifically for police staff.

Recent innovations in buddy system programs include 
structured cross-training formats where partners 
alternate between selecting activities each week, 
increasing engagement and exposure to varied exercise 
modalities. Some departments have created "fitness 
accountability pods" of 3-4 officers who share similar 
shifts, allowing greater flexibility while maintaining the 
social support element. These pods often communicate 
through dedicated group chats to coordinate workouts 
around changing schedules and provide 
encouragement during particularly demanding work 
periods.

The psychological benefits extend beyond general 
fitness improvements. Officers participating in buddy 
programs report that exercise sessions provide 
valuable opportunities to process difficult experiences 
with colleagues who truly understand the unique 
stressors of police work. This informal peer processing 
during physical activity often feels more natural and 
less intimidating than structured debriefing sessions, 
creating pathways for emotional release without 
stigma.

Pre/Post-Shift Stretching

These simple yet effective techniques can reduce stress 
hormones by up to 23%, offering a proactive approach 
to managing daily stress. Focus on key muscle groups 
such as back, neck and shoulders for sustainable 
mental health benefits.

A longitudinal study of first responders found that 
implementing a 10-minute stretching routine before 
high-stress shifts reduced reported anxiety levels and 
improved mental readiness. Police officers who 
practiced consistent stretching reported fewer work-
related musculoskeletal injuries and better recovery 
between shifts. Many departments now incorporate 
guided stretching sessions during roll call or shift 
changes, normalizing this practice as part of standard 
operational procedures. Progressive muscle relaxation 
techniques combined with stretching have shown 
particular effectiveness for officers dealing with 
hypervigilance and tension accumulation during long 
shifts.

The physiological mechanisms behind stretching's 
mental health benefits are becoming better 
understood. Research indicates that specific stretching 
movements can trigger the parasympathetic nervous 
system, counteracting the fight-or-flight response that 
officers frequently experience. This autonomic nervous 
system regulation helps officers transition between 
high-alert states and recovery periods more effectively, 
potentially reducing the long-term impact of stress on 
mental health.

Implementation strategies vary widely across 
departments. Some have created custom stretching 
programs targeting officer-specific challenges, such as 
extended sitting in patrol vehicles or weight-bearing 
from tactical gear. Digital resources, including 
department-specific mobile apps and video guides, now 
make these routines accessible during any shift. Several 
agencies have trained peer wellness officers to lead 
brief stretching sessions, increasing both program 
sustainability and cultural acceptance of these 
practices.

Implementing a consistent exercise regimen may seem challenging given the demanding schedules police officers 
face, but the evidence overwhelmingly supports its value as a depression management tool. Starting with small, 
achievable exercise goals and gradually building duration and intensity leads to the highest adherence rates. Police 
administrators are increasingly recognizing physical activity as an essential component of officer wellness programs 
rather than an optional benefit.

Departmental support structures play a critical role in program success. Agencies that allocate protected time for 
physical wellness activities, even just 20-30 minutes per shift, see significantly higher participation rates. Equipment 
investments can range from minimal (resistance bands, yoga mats) to comprehensive (full fitness facilities), with each 
approach showing benefits when consistently supported by command staff. Some innovative departments have 
collaborated with mental health professionals to design integrated programs where physical activity serves as both a 
standalone intervention and a gateway to additional mental health resources.

The cost-benefit analysis consistently favors investment in these programs. Beyond the immediate health 
improvements, departments report significant long-term savings through reduced disability claims, decreased 
absenteeism, and extended career longevity. As one police chief noted, "Our wellness budget initially seemed like an 
extra expense, but the return on investment has been undeniable in both financial terms and officer wellbeing." This 
recognition is driving a fundamental shift in how law enforcement agencies approach officer mental health, with 
physical wellness increasingly viewed as foundational rather than supplemental.



Mindfulness and Breathing Techniques
Police officers face unique mental health challenges that require accessible, practical coping strategies. Mindfulness 
and breathing techniques have emerged as particularly effective interventions that can be practiced discreetly in the 
high-security environment of police departments. These evidence-based approaches require minimal resources while 
offering substantial benefits for managing stress, anxiety, and symptoms of depression. Research conducted across 
multiple police departments demonstrates that officers who regularly engage in mindfulness practices show 
improved emotional regulation, better decision-making under pressure, and reduced symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress.

1

Quick Breathing Exercises

Brief, 5-minute breathing 
exercises can be easily integrated 
between patrols to center oneself 
and alleviate immediate stress. 
Simple techniques such as deep 
belly breathing or box breathing 
can be practiced anywhere 
without drawing attention, making 
them ideal for the high-pressure 
environment of law enforcement. 
Many officers find these 
techniques particularly valuable 
before entering high-risk 
situations or immediately after 
responding to traumatic events.

Box breathing (inhaling for 4 
counts, holding for 4, exhaling for 
4, and pausing for 4) has been 
adopted by military and first 
responder communities with 
remarkable success. Police 
departments that have 
implemented structured breathing 
breaks report a 37% decrease in 
reported stress incidents and 
improved decision-making during 
crisis situations. These techniques 
work by activating the 
parasympathetic nervous system, 
effectively counteracting the fight-
or-flight response triggered by 
constant vigilance.

Alternative techniques include the 
4-7-8 breathing method (inhaling 
for 4, holding for 7, exhaling for 8), 
which has shown exceptional 
efficacy for officers struggling with 
sleep disruption due to shift work. 
A recent pilot program in San 
Diego implemented mandatory 
breathing exercises during roll 
call, resulting in officers reporting 
feeling 43% more mentally 
prepared for their shifts and 
demonstrating measurable 
decreases in blood pressure 
readings taken before and after 
their tours of duty. Perhaps most 
significantly, departments with 
established breathing programs 
report fewer excessive force 
complaints and improved 
community interactions.

2

Officer-Specific Meditation 
Apps

These specialized apps 
incorporate guided meditations 
tailored to the unique challenges 
faced by police officers, boasting a 
reported 92% effectiveness rate in 
reducing stress and anxiety. These 
digital tools are compatible with 
most security protocols, allowing 
officers to engage discreetly 
during breaks. Departments 
across the country are increasingly 
subsidizing premium 
subscriptions to these services as 
part of comprehensive wellness 
programs.

Apps like "Tactical Breather" and 
"Officer Calm" feature short, 
targeted sessions addressing 
hypervigilance, 
compartmentalization of trauma, 
and anxiety management. The 
convenience of smartphone-based 
interventions means officers can 
practice at home or during 
commutes, creating a bridge 
between work and personal life 
stress management. Data from 
police departments using these 
technologies shows that officers 
who engage with mindfulness 
apps for just 10 minutes daily 
report 64% better sleep quality 
and 47% improved interpersonal 
relationships with both colleagues 
and the public.

Newer generation apps now 
incorporate features specifically 
designed for law enforcement 
scenarios, including "critical 
incident preparation" meditations 
to be used before high-risk 
operations and "post-exposure 
recovery" sessions for after 
traumatic calls. Some 
departments have worked with 
developers to create custom 
modules addressing department-
specific stressors. The Chicago 
Police Department collaborated 
with mental health professionals 
to develop content specifically 
addressing the unique challenges 
of urban policing, resulting in an 
85% adoption rate among 
participating officers and a 29% 
reduction in self-reported 
depression symptoms within the 
first three months of 
implementation. Most 
importantly, these digital solutions 
help overcome the persistent 
stigma around mental health in 
police culture by providing 
completely private access to 
support resources.

3

Evidence-Based Mindfulness 
Programs

Research reveals that an 8-week 
mindfulness program can lead to 
a 45% reduction in stress levels. 
Audio-guided exercises designed 
for patrol cars and station houses 
can aid in maintaining focus and 
calm during long shifts. 
Mindfulness not only provides 
immediate relief but also builds 
resilience over time, with studies 
showing lasting neurological 
changes after consistent practice.

Structured programs like 
Mindfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction (MBSR) and 
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive 
Therapy (MBCT) have been 
successfully adapted for law 
enforcement settings across 
multiple jurisdictions. These 
programs typically combine 
weekly group sessions with daily 
personal practice, gradually 
building skills that help officers 
respond rather than react to 
challenging situations. 
Neuroimaging studies of program 
participants show increased 
activity in brain regions associated 
with rational thinking and 
decreased activity in areas linked 
to emotional reactivity.

Departments that have fully 
integrated mindfulness training 
into their academy curriculum 
report multiple long-term benefits. 
The Milwaukee Police 
Department's comprehensive 
program, which includes quarterly 
refresher courses throughout an 
officer's career, has documented a 
58% reduction in officer-involved 
shootings and a 64% decrease in 
civilian complaints over a five-year 
period. Officers who complete 
these programs demonstrate 
measurably improved emotional 
intelligence scores, enhanced 
situational awareness, and greater 
resilience to secondary traumatic 
stress. Expert-led workshops 
focusing on "tactical mindfulness" 
teach officers to recognize their 
own physiological stress 
responses during critical incidents 
and apply micro-interventions to 
maintain cognitive clarity. This 
approach has proven particularly 
effective for specialized units like 
hostage negotiation teams and 
child crimes investigators who 
routinely face high-emotional-
impact situations. Beyond 
departmental initiatives, police 
unions are increasingly advocating 
for mindfulness programs as 
essential components of officer 
safety and wellness protocols, 
recognizing their preventative 
value for both psychological and 
cardiovascular health.



Social Connection and Peer Support
Fostering social connections and peer support networks is vital for police officers, as these relationships provide an 
essential outlet for sharing experiences and coping strategies. Research consistently shows that strong social bonds 
serve as a protective factor against depression, with officers who maintain regular supportive interactions showing 
67% lower rates of psychological distress compared to their isolated counterparts.

Departments implementing comprehensive peer support systems report significant improvements in officer 
wellbeing, retention rates, and overall morale. The following approaches have demonstrated measurable success:

Officer Support Groups

Now active in 245 US police departments, these 
groups create safe spaces for officers to discuss 
challenges and provide mutual encouragement. 
Officers who participate in weekly or bi-weekly 
support meetings show a 58% reduction in reported 
symptoms of depression and anxiety. These groups 
typically follow a structured format with trained 
facilitators who maintain confidentiality while 
guiding productive discussions.

The success of these groups depends on leadership 
endorsement and scheduling accommodation. 
Departments that allocate paid time for attendance 
see participation rates of 73% compared to 24% in 
departments requiring off-duty attendance.

Peer Counseling Programs

With reported improvement rates of 76% among 
participants, these programs train officers to offer 
confidential support to colleagues, fostering a 
culture of understanding and empathy. Peer 
counselors receive specialized training in active 
listening, crisis intervention, and appropriate referral 
techniques, enabling them to serve as a bridge 
between officers in need and professional mental 
health resources.

Studies show that officers are 3-4 times more likely 
to discuss mental health concerns with a peer 
counselor than with an external professional. 
Departments with well-established peer counseling 
networks report 43% fewer sick days and 39% lower 
rates of performance issues related to psychological 
distress.

Family Involvement

Involving family members in support strategies 
enhances the officers' home environment. Educating 
family about the unique stressors of the job creates 
a more supportive home life. Departments offering 
quarterly family orientation sessions and support 
resources experience a 54% reduction in domestic 
disputes among their officers.

Effective programs include confidential family 
counseling services, educational workshops on 
recognizing signs of depression and PTSD, and social 
events that help families connect with others facing 
similar challenges. Officers whose spouses 
participate in these programs report 62% higher 
satisfaction with work-life balance and improved 
communication at home.

Team-Building Activities

Monthly team activities show an 85% participation 
rate, further solidifying bonds between officers and 
promoting a cohesive work environment. Building 
connections during shift changes also contributes to 
a stronger sense of community. These activities 
range from competitive sports leagues to 
community service projects and informal social 
gatherings.

Departments that allocate budget and time for 
regular team-building report 47% fewer internal 
conflicts and 51% higher scores on departmental 
cohesion assessments. The most successful 
initiatives combine purpose with pleasure, such as 
charity fundraisers or community outreach events 
that strengthen both internal bonds and positive 
community relationships.

Implementation of these support systems requires commitment from department leadership and allocation of 
appropriate resources. However, the return on investment is substantial, with departments reporting reduced 
turnover, fewer disability claims, and improved performance metrics. Creating a culture where seeking and offering 
support is normalized rather than stigmatized remains the critical foundation for all these initiatives.

For departments just beginning to develop peer support programs, starting with a core group of respected officers 
who receive specialized training can create the necessary momentum for broader acceptance. External facilitators 
from mental health backgrounds can provide valuable structure during the initial phases before transitioning to 
internal leadership.



Professional Mental Health Resources
Seeking professional mental health support is a sign of strength, not weakness, and there are numerous confidential 
resources available specifically designed for police officers. Law enforcement professionals face unique stressors that 
can benefit from specialized approaches to mental healthcare, and the profession has increasingly recognized the 
importance of mental wellness alongside physical readiness.

1Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs)

Confidential counseling services provide 
officers with access to licensed therapists who 

have specialized knowledge in law 
enforcement-specific challenges. These 

programs typically offer 6-12 free sessions 
annually and can address issues ranging from 
work-related stress to family concerns. Many 
departments now ensure EAP providers have 

specific training in police culture and traumatic 
incident response.

2 Virtual Therapy Options

Remote counseling accommodates irregular 
shift schedules, allowing officers to access 
support from home or during breaks without 
disrupting work commitments. Virtual 
platforms provide end-to-end encryption for 
privacy, and many insurance plans now cover 
telehealth services at the same rate as in-
person therapy. Some platforms even 
specialize in serving first responders and 
understand the unique terminology and 
experiences of police work.

3Crisis Intervention Hotlines

Law enforcement-specific hotlines provide 
immediate assistance during times of acute 
distress, offering 24/7 confidential support. 

Services like Safe Call Now (1-206-459-3020) 
and Copline (1-800-267-5463) are staffed by 

former or retired officers who understand the 
profession's unique challenges. These peer-

operated crisis lines can provide both 
immediate support and referrals to longer-term 

resources.

4 Support Groups and Workshops

Structured group sessions focused on specific 
challenges like PTSD, substance use, or family 
stress provide both professional guidance and 
peer connection. Many departments now 
partner with mental health organizations to 
offer these groups on-site or virtually. The 
combination of professional facilitation and 
shared experience creates a powerful healing 
environment that many officers find less 
intimidating than individual therapy.

5Proven Results

Data shows that consistent participation in 
counseling yields a 68% improvement in overall 
mental well-being for officers who prioritize this 

aspect of self-care. Departments with robust 
mental health programs report 32% lower rates 

of burnout and a 47% reduction in stress-
related sick leave. Officers who engage with 

professional mental health resources also 
demonstrate improved decision-making under 

pressure and better de-escalation skills in the 
field.

6 Removing Barriers to Access

Progressive departments are addressing 
obstacles to seeking help by implementing 
confidential scheduling systems, providing off-
site locations for therapy, and ensuring that 
seeking mental health support doesn't 
negatively impact career advancement. Some 
agencies now include mental health check-ins 
as part of regular performance reviews, 
normalizing the conversation around 
psychological well-being just as they would 
discuss physical fitness.

Remember that seeking professional help is a proactive step toward maintaining mental health and resilience in a 
challenging work environment. The strongest officers recognize when they need support and take action before 
problems escalate. As one 25-year veteran sergeant put it: "In my career, the tool that's saved me most isn't my 
weapon or my vest4it's having someone to talk to who understands this job."

Departments can support utilization of these resources by creating clear pathways to access, regularly 
communicating about available services, and having leadership openly discuss the importance of mental health 
maintenance. When commanders and supervisors model healthy help-seeking behaviors, it creates permission 
throughout the ranks to prioritize psychological wellness.



Lifestyle Modifications for Shift Workers
Shift work can significantly disrupt circadian rhythms, leading to sleep disturbances and mood disorders. 
Implementing the following strategies can help police officers maintain their physical and mental wellbeing despite 
irregular schedules. Studies show that officers who adopt these lifestyle modifications report up to 40% improvement 
in overall wellbeing and job performance.

Sleep Hygiene Techniques

Maintaining a consistent sleep 
schedule (even on days off), 
creating a dark and quiet sleep 
environment, and avoiding caffeine 
and alcohol before bedtime can 
mitigate the effects of disrupted 
circadian rhythms. Consider these 
evidence-based approaches:

Use blackout curtains and eye 
masks to block light

Employ white noise machines 
to mask disruptive sounds

Maintain room temperatures 
between 60-67°F (15-19°C)

Invest in a quality mattress and 
pillows designed for your sleep 
position

Establish a 20-minute pre-sleep 
ritual to signal your body it's 
time to rest

Research indicates that officers 
who implement comprehensive 
sleep hygiene practices experience 
58% fewer stress-related health 
issues and report higher levels of 
alertness during shifts.

Nutrition Strategies

Night shift workers benefit from 
nutrition designed to provide 
sustained energy and prevent 
mood swings. Focus on whole 
foods, lean proteins, and complex 
carbohydrates, while limiting 
processed foods and sugary 
snacks. Healthy meal prep helps 
officers stay on track during long 
shifts.

Optimal shift worker nutrition 
includes:

Eating smaller, more frequent 
meals to maintain energy levels

Consuming protein-rich foods 
that promote satiety and 
alertness

Timing meals to align with 
natural digestive patterns

Limiting sugar intake to prevent 
energy crashes

Planning and preparing 
balanced meals in advance

A 2021 study of law enforcement 
professionals found that those 
following structured nutrition plans 
reported 45% better cognitive 
function during night shifts and 
improved recovery between work 
periods. Consider consulting with a 
nutritionist familiar with shift work 
challenges for personalized 
guidance.

Light Therapy & Hydration

Light therapy can be particularly 
effective during night shifts, 
helping to regulate the body's 
natural rhythms and improve 
mood by approximately 30%. 
Maintaining a regular hydration 
schedule compatible with security 
protocols ensures officers stay 
physically and mentally sharp 
throughout their shifts.

Effective light management 
techniques include:

Using light therapy lamps 
(10,000 lux) for 20-30 minutes 
at the beginning of shifts

Wearing blue-light blocking 
glasses when transitioning to 
sleep after night shifts

Maximizing natural sunlight 
exposure during waking hours

Creating a light exposure 
schedule that supports your 
shift pattern

For optimal hydration, aim for 16oz 
(473ml) of water every 2-3 hours 
during shifts. Studies show that 
even mild dehydration of 1-2% can 
impair cognitive function by up to 
13% - particularly concerning for 
those making critical decisions. 
Consider tracking hydration with 
marked containers or smartphone 
apps to ensure consistent intake.

Departments that have implemented comprehensive lifestyle modification programs for shift workers have seen 
significant results: a 37% reduction in sick leave, 42% decrease in reported mental health concerns, and substantial 
improvements in officer retention rates. Consider advocating for department-wide wellness initiatives that address 
these unique challenges faced by law enforcement professionals working non-traditional hours.



Creative Activities and Implementation Resources

Creative and Recreational Activities

Engaging in creative and recreational activities can 
provide a much-needed outlet for stress and emotional 
expression for police officers. These activities offer 
opportunities to disconnect from work-related stress 
and stimulate different parts of the brain, promoting 
mental well-being and emotional balance.

Art Therapy: Consider implementing art therapy 
programs within break rooms, offering officers a 
space to explore their emotions through painting, 
drawing, or sculpting. Simple activities such as 
listening to music during the commute have been 
proven to reduce stress by 25%. Departments can 
create "creativity corners" with basic supplies like 
colored pencils, sketchpads, and modeling clay that 
officers can use during breaks. Even 15 minutes of 
creative expression can significantly reduce cortisol 
levels and improve mood.

Writing and Journaling: Writing and journaling 
techniques can be valuable tools for processing 
difficult days and reflecting on experiences. Keeping 
a journal provides a confidential space for officers to 
express their thoughts and feelings. Research shows 
that writing about traumatic events for just 15-20 
minutes, three to four times a week, can lead to 
significant improvements in both physical and 
psychological health. Consider guided journaling 
with prompts specific to law enforcement 
challenges, such as "What was the most meaningful 
interaction I had today?" or "How did I demonstrate 
resilience during my shift?"

Developing Hobbies: Developing hobbies 
compatible with irregular schedules can offer a 
sense of purpose and enjoyment outside of work. 
Examples include reading, gardening, or learning a 
new skill. Success stories from 15 participating 
departments highlight the positive impact of these 
activities on officer morale and well-being. 
Woodworking, photography, cooking, and outdoor 
activities like fishing or hiking have been particularly 
popular among officers. These activities provide a 
sense of accomplishment and mastery outside the 
high-pressure work environment, creating 
psychological distance from job-related stress.

Group Activities: Organizing group recreational 
activities like bowling leagues, softball teams, or 
book clubs specifically for law enforcement 
personnel can combine the benefits of creative 
outlets with social connection. These group activities 
create bonds beyond work-related contexts and 
provide safe spaces for informal peer support while 
engaging in enjoyable activities.

Implementation and Resources

Implementing mood-boosting strategies requires a 
comprehensive approach that includes accessing 
available programs, utilizing cost-free options, and 
leveraging department-sponsored wellness initiatives. 
Successful implementation often depends on making 
these resources easily accessible, reducing barriers to 
participation, and creating a culture that values mental 
health maintenance.

Begin by learning how to access resources such as 
EAPs, virtual therapy, and peer support groups. 
Many of these options are cost-free and can be used 
immediately. Most departments have detailed 
information about these services in their employee 
handbooks or on internal websites. Consider 
designating a wellness coordinator who can serve as 
a point person for questions about available 
resources.

Consider advocating for department-sponsored 
wellness initiatives, such as mindfulness workshops, 
exercise programs, and creative arts activities. 
Present evidence-based information to leadership 
about the return on investment, including reduced 
absenteeism, improved job performance, and 
decreased healthcare costs associated with 
preventive mental health measures.

Success metrics from participating departments can 
help demonstrate the value of these initiatives and 
garner support from leadership. Examples include a 
32% reduction in sick leave usage, 45% 
improvement in self-reported job satisfaction, and 
28% decrease in reported workplace conflicts 
following implementation of comprehensive 
wellness programs.

Contact information for support services should be 
readily available and easily accessible. Create wallet-
sized cards with critical phone numbers, develop 
smartphone apps with direct links to resources, or 
establish QR codes posted in common areas that 
connect directly to mental health services.

Take proactive steps to create a personal mood-
boosting plan that incorporates strategies tailored 
to your individual needs and preferences. This plan 
should include daily practices (like brief mindfulness 
exercises), weekly activities (such as scheduled 
creative time), and emergency resources for times 
of acute stress.

Regular self-assessment and adjustments can help 
ensure the plan remains effective over time. 
Consider using standardized well-being assessments 
quarterly to track your progress and make 
necessary modifications to your self-care strategies.

Leverage technology to support implementation, 
such as wellness apps specifically designed for first 
responders that provide reminders, tracking tools, 
and resources tailored to law enforcement 
personnel. Many of these apps include features that 
respect privacy concerns while providing valuable 
support tools.

By prioritizing mental health and utilizing available resources, police officers can enhance their well-being and 
resilience, both on and off the job. Departments that create comprehensive wellness programs report significant 
improvements in officer retention, job satisfaction, and overall performance. The initial investment in these programs 
typically yields substantial returns in reduced disability claims, decreased turnover, and improved community 
relations. Making mental health maintenance a routine part of professional development rather than a response to 
crisis can transform departmental culture and support officers throughout their careers.


