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What is Burnout?
urnout is the mental or physical collapse caused
by long-term chronic stress or doing work that no
longer feels connected to your life’s purpose. Over
time, it causes you to run ourt of energy and leads to
extreme exhaustion, cynicism and incfﬁcacy. It can
be debilimting menra“y and emnriona“y and can
flow over into the rest of your life outside of work, as well as
affect your physical health.

In May 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO)'
added burnout to the International Classification of Discases
handbook, where they describe it as an “occupational
phcnumcnon,” not a medical condition, that results from
unmanaged workplace stress that has not been successfully
managed. They go on to define it as characterized by three
dimensions:

= Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion

*  Increased mental distance from one’s iob, or fcclings of

negativism or cynicism related o one’s job

*  Reduced professional efficacy

Stress or Burnout?
To understand burnour, we need to first understand stress.
The first thing to know is that all}wugh we often associate stress
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with something negative, stress is something we need in order
to funcrion well. Knowing this allows us ro understand that
stress has a function in our well-being and ability to engage
with our work. Stress is there to fuel our focus and pmvides
the energy that allows us to do our work. It’s often what we
associate with engagement, focus and excitement. It's the
adrenaline that fuels our activities. But the key is that it doesn't
threaten us.

Stress is also there to help us in bad moments. It is our
survival mechanism when our body engages the fight-or-flight
response (getting our bodies ready to react to the danger by
cither facing it or by running away) in the face of a situation of
adversity or danger. The stress response activates our system to
deal with this. The kcy is that once the situation is dealt with,
our system comes back to normal. The problem becomes when
we deal with stress that does not get resolved or becomes long
term and chronie, which leads us to feel our of control of our
lives.

Our bodies are not dcsigncd for chronic stress, and if we
experience it for a lnng time, it can have serious negative effects
on our bodies. Our bodies are also not wired for wday’s types of
stressors, which are not immediate survival stressors bur often
related to our day-to-day tasks. Our brain does not recognize
the difference berween a stressor thart is Iifc-rhrcarcning and
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your email inbox. Irrcspccrivc of the type of stress, it floods the
body with the same types of stress hormones. Because many of
Our stressors are not lifc—thrcalcning, we don't deal with them,
and they stay with us, as we often don't feel able to reduce or
remove these stressors, And it’s having too much stress for too
lnng and nort |1:1ving the tools to deal with it that balance it over
from something useful to being destructive.

We often hear people refer to chronic stress as feeling
“burnt out.” Bur it is important to understand thar although
continuous stress may lead to burnout, stress and burnout are
different. The manifestation is different, the causes are different,
and ultimately, how we can most successfully deal with cach
are also different. Stress is essenrially abour being nver—engaged
(always busy), which leads to fctling cmuriunally overactive
(stress), which leads to loss of physical encrgy. Burnout, on
the other hand, is about being disengaged (loss of motivation),
which leads to |mpc!cssncss, which leads ro loss of emotional
energy. Stress is essentially a physical issue, while burnour is an
emotional issue.

The indications of burnout are,
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This indicates that we need to focus on the work environment
as well as other areas of life if we want to comprehensively
understand mental health and wellness issues, cspccially in
terms of burnout, which has been defined as a workplace issue.
The FOP’s own 2018 survcy5 of ncar]y 8,000 active and retired
sworn officers showed that 78% of officers said they experienced
critical stress on the job (FOP 2018). Badge of Life in 2015
highlightcd thar in rerms of the effects of stress, 70% of officers
reported stress-based physical health problems.
There are many studies that have looked at the impact
of burnout, but to dare, there have been few studies thar
have provided actual prevalent numbers on burnout in law
enforcement to help us understand the extent of the issue. To gain
an undcrslanding of the situation, there is currcntly an ongoing
systematic review at John Jay College of Criminal Justice (Salfari,
2021).° Pulling out six studies from this review that focused
on U.S. law enforcement pub|is|‘lcd during 2001-2019, which
together accounted for 18,013 officers, we can get an initial
averview of the problem. As an average
across these studies, almost a quarter (24%)

however, also similar to the indications thar Our bodies are not rcpurtcd high, critical or severe levels of

we see in those who are feeling compassion burnout. In the studies thar provided further
fatigue, a condition characterized by dESignetj for Chronic detail, just over a quarter (25.2%) reported
emotional and physical exhaustion . high levels of emotional exhaustion (feclings
specifically seen in those in the helping Stress: and lf we of being emotionally overextended and
prnFessions. |eading to a diminished abiIiry expe”'ence it fora exhausted by work). Over a third (39.1%)

o cmparhizc or feel compassion for others.
Both burnout and compassion fatigue look
similar, In both situations, the functiuning

long time, it can have

indicated high levels of depersonalization
(ncgalivt.:, cynical attitudes and fcclings
abourt their opera[ional work), and just

in the wurkplacc is reduced. But the causes serious negat've effe‘:ts under a third (29.4%) indicated low levels of

are again different. Compassion fatigue
is often associated with operational stress
caused by job function (e.g., helping
people, experiencing other people’s
trauma). Burnout, on the other hand, is more often related to
organi?_arinnﬂ stress (e.g., administrative demands, shift work,
constant p0|icy and Icgislalion changcs, inadr:quatc support by
department). For other types of organizational stressors, see the
police stress questionnaire.”

How Big Is the Burnout Problem?

The American Institute of Stress® has identified the
workplace as the greatest source of most people’s stress. The
Ruderman Foundation’s 2018 report® highlighted that in
rerms UF menm] he'{llfh‘ Iﬂw Enfﬂrcel“ellt Oﬁ:'ll:el's were dning
substantially worse than the general population in terms of
mental healch issues such as depressinn, PTSD, suicide ideation
and Sl'lici{.{c rates. LaW cnforccmcnr Umccl’s must PﬂSS mcntal
:l"d ph}'ﬁicﬂ} ﬁtncss [csts bcfﬂfc CI]tCI'iﬂg [I'IC ncadcmy, Zlnd
as such, start their service with a much higher baseline of
Il'lcrltal I]calth on (‘lltl'y into law E:I]forccmcnt, 'TI'ICSC Illll'llbcl's,
therefore, reflect deterioration of mental health during service.
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pmfessioﬂ:zl echacy (negarive self-view and
lack of successful achievement in one’s waork).
What these initial numbers are showing us
overall is that between one-third to one-
quarter of officers are reporting levels of burnourt that pur them ar
risk for not onl)' discngaging with their work but also ar risk for
the mental and physical impact burnout can have on their mental,
emotional and physical well-being.

How Do We Address Burnout?

Stress is often related to issues of workload and time
management. Therefore, regulating your work hours, reducing
the number of rasks, getting more sleep and taking time off
work are all great steps to help with reducing stress. Burnout,
on the other hand, is more abour energy management.
Remaoving the stress and adding time is a guud first step to deal
with burnout, burt it's not ennugh The core focus on nddressing
burnout lies in finding ways to reengage with your meaning and
purpose in your work to increase fcclings of positive emotion
and energy resulting from work.

Continued on page 38 »
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BURNOUT IN LAW ENFORCEMENT
Continued from page 37 >

What do we mean by energy
management? Energy is about whart
fuels us rather than what depletes us.
Reengaging with why we signed up for
the job in the first place and reigniting
our sense of purpose will allow us to
regain meaning from our work. This,
in turn, will increase the amount of
positive emorion we feel from it, which
we know from the field ufpusir.ivr:
psycholngy is the key ingredienr for
leading a fully engaged, flourishing life.
This reengagement is the key step to
moving out of burnout.

Positive psychology is the science
of how to enable people to live their
Most cngagcd and ﬂuurishing lives.

It does not focus on idcmifying

whar is wrong, with us and instead
focuses on what is right by proactively
supporting and increasing wc”-bcing.
Positive psychology is also the basis
for resilience training. Resilience is

a protective factor that helps people
bounce back from adversity quicker
and with less negative side effects. It
has been shown through research to
be a teachable mindser and skillser
that few people are taught, but everyone needs, especially when
dealing with day-to-day stress. The skillset that comes from
resilience training can |1<:|p to deal nor nniy reactively to stressful
events bur can also help to proactively build up a shield against
future stress. There are four different sets of resilience tools, and
each one rackles the issue of burnout from different angles.

= Mental resilience provides tools to help us change our
perception of stressful events, which leads to changing
our experience of that stressful event. We can rarely
changc the situations we face, bur by cimnging how we
perceive stress, it gives us back a feeling of control by
giving us choices for how we interpret the situation.

* Emotional resilience provides tools to help us deal with
regulating our emotional reactions to stressful events.
We can't c|1;mge our initial reactions to stressful evenrs,
but we can learn to regulate our emotions to help us
manage the aftereffects. By understanding why we react
to stressful situations the way we do, it gives us back a
Fccling of control by giving us choices for how we feel
about our reactions to the situation.

*  Physical resilience provides tools to help reduce the
stress response in our bodies, which helps reduce the
physical impact of stress and providcs tools that can I'n.:lp
us feel like we have control back over our bodies.

. Spiritual resilience is not about rrligiun (although
religion for some is one of the avenues) but rather about
finding our place in the world to find connection. It
provides tools to help us uncover our strengths and
values and how to leverage these in times of stress. If we
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approach adversity with our innare strengths, we
will more likely see the adversity as a challenge
that we have the tools to resolve, rather than an
insurmountable situation our of our conrrol. This,
in turn, gets us reconnected and feeds into fucling
our meaning and purpose.

By employing tools that focus on our mind, our emotions
and our bodies, we gain the practical tools to regain control
over stressful situations. By further understanding how we
can reframe the situation from something that depletes us to
something that energizes us, we have gained the key tools to
hc]p us reconnect and reengage. That is the key to reigniting the
good fire that fuels us rather than the bad fire thac burns us.

Resources

For more information on ongoing research and training on
law enforcement wellness and resilience, see the IPRU website
at jjay.cuny.edu/IPRU. For updates from the IPRU, join us on
LinkedIn at linkedin.com/in/gabriellesalfati. rop

C. Gabrielle Salfati is a professor of psychology and the director of the
Investigative Psychology Research Unit at John Jay College of Criminal Justice
in New York. Her 25-plus-year career to date has been focused on serving law
enfarcement. She has developed and spearheaded initiatives to prioritize
best practices in translation of scientific evidence to be applicable in practice
through the development of practitioner-focused training. She is part of

the first group of people who emerged within the new field of investigative
psychology and was instrumental in its development as an international
research field on the empirical analysis of violent criminal behavior. Her work
in the field of positive psychology focuses on the development of resilience
training, and she leads key research programs on the evaluation of the impact
of positive psychology-based resilience training programs to support wellness
and prevent burnout in law enforcement and other front-line first responders.
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