HEALTH & WELLNESS

Managing critical incidents and
making a difference

B BY ROBIN KROLL, PSY.D, ABPP

Officer O'Neil and his partner were on patrol
when they received report of a homeless indi-
vidual causing a disturbance in front of a local
business. Arriving at the scene, the officers
approached the man. Assessing the situation,
they determined that the individual was suffer-
ing from a mental illness. They searched his
clothing and found only scraps of garbage and other meaning-
less itemns in his pockets. The man became hostile and a strug-
gle ensued. The officers quickly gained control of the situation,
cuffing the suspect and placing him in the back of the squad car
before heading toward the station. Seconds later, Officer O'Neil
noticed his partner’s face had turned pale, with his eyes wide
open and jaw dropped. Officer O’Neil turned to the back seat
and, in disbelief, watched the man pull a gun from inside the
back of his pants, clasp the weapon in his restrained hands, and
position himself to take aim.

All Officer O'Neil saw was the flash of the muzzle. He and his
partner jumped out of the squad car, which continued to roll
until it hit a street pole. They returned fire. Officer O’Neil shot
and killed the offender.

Disoriented by the commotion and ringing in his ears, and
feeling dazed, Officer O'Neil sat on the curb as backup arrived.
Something didn't feel right. His lower back throbbed. The pain
worsened.

He was shot.

The ambulance took Officer O'Neil to the hospital. By the
grace of God, the bullet had miraculously only grazed him.
Although he was bruised, he was released the next day.

Up until this point, Officer O'Neil had a charmed 23-year law
enforcement career. He had never taken a life. Officer O'Neil
was a man of faith, and killing went against his belief system. He
couldn't get over the fact that he had almost lost his life and that
his children were very nearly fatherless. Officer O'Neil felt vul-
nerable for the first time....

Critical incidents can have a significant impact on officers.
A critical incident is characterized as any event causing emo-
tional distress according to the National Police Suicide Foun-
dation.

Some of the most impactful critical incidents include the fol-
lowing:

Events involving children

Officer-involved shootings

Suicide of a colleague

Line-of-duty deaths

Serious line-of-duty injuries

Natural or man-made disasters and multiple casualty sit-

uations

Accidental killings

Prolonged incidents

Receipt of personal threats, with concerns of retaliation
Excessive (and often negative) media attention

What officers and police agencies should know about critical
incidents?

Officers should know that it is normal to have emotional, psy-
chological and behavioral reactions following an incident. Fel-
low police officers and agencies need to support those involved
in a critical incident by removing any stigma associated with
seeing a qualified professional. It should be emphasized that
attendance at a debriefing or counseling session does not con-
stitute disciplinary action. Rather, these measures are intended
to assist officers through the experience, not punish them. In
fact, research suggests that officers actually find it helpful to
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attend a debriefing or speak with a qualified clinician.

Officers should know that a wide range of reactions to an
abnormal situation is normal. Physical, emotional, and behav-
ioral reactions can include:

e  Flashbacks of the event
Sadness
Fear
Anger
Low tolerance, agitation, negative emotional response
(both to the public and their department)
Becoming overly judgmental
Guilt
Insomnia
Changes in appetite
Sluggishness and inability to focus
Increased absenteeism
Loss of productivity
Decay in personal care
Feelings of hopelessness and helplessness

Officers should know to pay attention to proper sleep func-
tioning. It is best not to self-isolate, but rather use positive sup-
port systems. Alcohol use should not be increased. When
supporting a fellow officer involved in a critical incident, it is
better to go out for coffee or a meal than to the local cop bar.

Officers should know not to engage in activities that involve
over-stimulation, such as large crowds, concerts, festivals, or
even large family outings. Keeping surroundings calm will help
reduce a heightened state of arousal. Remaining near healthy
support systems and familiar, comfortable places is better than
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running off on vacation when officers don't feel like themselves.
Healthy diet and exercise, as well as taking care of their bodies,
will alleviate elevated stress for officers.

Officers should pay attention to delayed reactions [rom an
incident - it happens. Special attention should be paid to
anniversary reactions: officers sometimes don't even con-
sciously recognize why they are struggling emotionally. If you
know a fellow officer is struggling with an anniversary of a crit-
ical incident, lend them support and be mindful of their vul-
nerability to react. Don't call fellow officer names like “shooter”
or “killer"- this can have a negative effect and cause unneces-

sary guilt or shame.

It's important to know that adequately addressing a critical
incident can avoid more severe and chronic problems, such as
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

How can agencies help officers involved in a critical incident?

Itis beneficial for agencies to have a protocol in place for offi-
cers involved in critical incidents. Preparations such as having
adesignated person or unit to come to the immediate aid of the
officer will mitigate confusion during a crisis. Departments
should maintain the proper, updated reading materials and
handouts to provide the officer. This should include appropri-
ate referrals and resources and other support systems such as
employee assistance programs, peer support contacts, police
chaplains, etc. Officers will find these useful when they return
home and begin processing the event. Make certain the officers’
personal information is updated, and that the agency has the
appropriate family contacts on hand. Officers should be given
time off of work following an incident - generally one week min-
imum is advisable.
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The Law Offices of Daniel Q. Herbert & Associates places a
high priority on those who dedicate themselves to protect-
ing others in the community. We have proudly served these
fine men and women when they have been injured both on
and off duty. Attorney Herbert has personally dedicated him-
self to the pursuit of justice for the past 20 years:
« Personal Injury

- Disciplinary Hearings

« Criminal/D.U.L

- Employment Discrimination
- Appellate Practice

- Disability Hearings

Stay current with the relevant laws as they
change; sign up for-our free newsletter at

Policeman - Prosecutor - Litigator danherbertlaw.com

312-655-7660 « 206 S. Jefferson, Suite 100, Chicago, IL 60661 « www. danherbertléw com

Sign up for our free newsletter by texting LEGALUPDATES to 22828
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How can officers help themselves?

[tis important to remember that we all have a gratitude list.
Create alist of all in your life that you are grateful for. Make it the
first thing you look at when you wake up and last thing you read
before you close your eyes at night. Be patient; healing from an
emotional experience can take time. It may take up to amonth
for your symptoms to subside. Do not set goals that are too
overwhelming. Keep them short and manageable so you can
eXperience success.

Keep in mind, the more you speak about your feelings, the
faster you will heal. You spend your career coming to the aid of
others, and you deserve to let others assist you.

And remember this quote from Fred Rogers of Mr. Rogers'
Neighborhood:

“Anything that’s human is mentionable, and anything that is
mentionable can be more manageable. When we can talk
about our feelings, they become less overwhelming, less upset-
ting, and less scary. The people we trust with that important talk
can help us know that we are not alone.”

Be Safe... @

Dr: Robin Kroll is a Clinical Psychologist in independent practice
with offices that serve Chicago as well as suburbs in Cook and
Lake Counties. Dr. Kroll is the Director of Interventions and spe-
cializes in Police and Public Safety. Her concentration includes
working with police officers in individual, group and family
therapy for issues related to addiction, mood disorders, work
related marters, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Dr. Kroll
speaks at police and public safety conferences and implements
stress imanagement workshops for law enforcement agencies.

INSURANCE SERVICE, LTD

An Independent Insurance Agency
offering all types of insurance for
individuals and businesses.

QOffices across the Chicagoland area,
bringing you localized service backed by
highly specialized teams to meet your every
insurance need.

FREE policy review to make sure that
you have adequate coverage at the most
competitive price in the industry.

114 W. North Street « Morris, IL 60450

Contact our Agents at (815) 942-0017
www.northernins.com

£

QUALITY INCLUSIONS
THAN ANY OTHER RESORTS

IN THE WORLD

A Beaches Luxury Included"* Vacation inciudes every
land and water sport, ar Hint 3
restaurants and luxur
waterparks and K
have their own s
. for Xbox 360, Liquid nightclub and
Scratch DJ Academy. Beaches

More inclusions. More choices
3 More ways to enjoy
time together,

FOR DETAILS CONTACT:
£
% %

JANIS ANKI ¥

YOUR VACATION EXPERT!

@y

"~ Janis Anne Travel, Inc.

visit us on YOUTUBE &
janisannetravel.com

708-499-3440
10404 S. Cicero Ave
Oak Lawn, lllinois 60453

ILLINOIS COPS  SEPTEMBER 2014 37




