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The Stressors
Reference: Cohen, McCormick & Rich (2019). Creating a Culture of Police Officer Wellness

Occupational Stress

▪Workplace Environment

▪ Structure & Function

▪ Shift Work/Paperwork

▪Wide Range of Skills Needed

▪High-Performance Expectations

▪ Lack of Resources

▪ Police Culture/Court System

Operational Stress

▪ Day to Day Activities

▪ Difficult/Aggressive People

▪ Critical Incidents & Trauma

▪ Inconsolable Grief

▪ Fear-inducing Situations

▪ Public Scrutiny 

▪ Physical Exertion 
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Stress & Trauma in the Body

▪Unconscious primal physical response

▪Our bodies change physiologically and chemically to get us away 
from danger, which is referred to as our fight/flight/freeze response 

▪ Includes increased heart rate, muscle tension, rapid breathing, 
hyperarousal, and intense emotional triggers

▪ These responses are instinctual to ensure our survival

“Stress has been defined as the disruption of an individual’s biological, 
psychological, and social dimensions secondary to environmental 
challenges or perceived threats”
Source: Jeter, Slutsky, Singh, & Khalsa, 2015
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Body Signs & Symptoms
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Trauma and stress are often remembered as a physical sensation in the body from our sensory 
input: sound, smell, sights. The amygdala in our brain acts as a smoke detector and either 
“activates” or “deactivates” these responses. 

Fight Rage/Aggression

Emotion Anger

Coping 

Response

Approach

Flight Restless/Running Away/Constant Thoughts

Emotion Anxiety/Fear

Coping 

Response

Avoidance

Freeze Back to the incident within the body (shoulders up, 

tense, racing)
Emotion Dissociation/Panic

Coping 

Response

Spacing out, in the back of your mind Source: (2019)
Healing Heroes



Managing Triggers
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▪ Emotional triggers: anything that elicits a strong response in us—the Fight/Flight/Freeze 
response.

▪ People, situations, words, phrases, tone of voice, experiences, even someone’s walk can all be 
trigger.

▪ Triggers evoke intense emotions with in us: sadness, fear, panic, gloom, anger, rage, etc. and we 
start to run away, push back, fight, disassociate and loose touch with the NOW (the present 
moment).

▪ Triggers are caused by trauma, stress, childhood experiences, etc.
❖ Overtime these triggers can be set as defaults within our minds and bodies wreaking havoc in 

our lives.
✓ We need to become aware of what our triggers are and how they affects us both physically and 

chemically. 
✓ Once we understand our triggers, we can work through them to improve our relationships and 

the quality of our lives.
❖ YOU HAVE TO DO THE WORK.



Behavioural Signs & Symptoms
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ILLHEALTHY REACTING INJURED

Normal mood fluctuations
Calm & takes things in stride

Good sense of humour
Performing well
In control mentally

Normal sleep patterns 
Few sleep difficulties

Physically well
Good energy level

Physically and socially active

No/limited alcohol use/ 
gambling

Irritable/Impatient
Nervous
Sadness/Overwhelmed

Displaced sarcasm
Procrastination
Forgetfulness

Trouble sleeping
Intrusive thoughts
Nightmares

Muscle tension/Headaches
Low energy

Decreased activity/
socializing

Regular but controlled 
alcohol use/gambling to 
cope

Anger
Anxiety
Pervasively sad/Hopeless

Negative attitude
Poor 
performance/Workaholic
Poor concentration/
decisions

Restless disturbed sleep
Recurrent images/
nightmares

Increased aches and pains
Increased fatigue

Avoidance/Withdrawal

Increased alcohol use/ 
gambling – hard to control
with negative consequences

Angry outbursts/aggression
Excessive anxiety/panic attacks
Depressed/Suicidal thoughts

Overt insubordination
Can’t perform duties, control 
behaviour or concentrate

Can’t fall asleep or stay asleep
Sleeping too much or too little

Physical illnesses
Constant fatigue

Not going out or answering phone

Frequent alcohol or gambling use 
– inability to control with severe 
consequences

Source: LCol. Bailey, Guest (2007) 
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) R2MR



Negative 
Body & 
Health 
Effects
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Shift Work & Circadian Rhythm



Meridian/Organ Clock

Chinese Medicine

Flows of energy “Chi” 

Yin (receiving energy)

Yang (expressing energy) 
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Source: Byron Bay Detox 
Retreats (2012)



How to Eat on Shift Work









Mind Full vs. Mindful

“Narrative” circuitry       &     “Direct Experience” circuitry
[Planning, daydreaming, past, future, self, people]  [Using all senses, present moment, increased attention]

[Interpretations] [Reality of event]
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Neuroplasticity

The ability of the brain to change continuously throughout an individual’s 
life through synapses (in the nervous system, a synapse is a structure 
that permits neurons to pass along electrical or chemical signals to one 
another).  

▪ Scientists now know the brain has the ability to change & heal itself in 
response to mental experience

▪ Acute & chronic pain processed in same area of brain where emotional 
regulation & visualization processed

▪Neuroplastic mental intervention

▪Mindfulness is a habit to develop 

▪ Practice amongst the chaos
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Source: BodyWise (2017)



Mindfulness Meditation Exercises 
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1. Awareness: Physical Internal Body Scan

2. Concentration Exercise: Eyes Open & Fixate on an Object, hold space

3. Calm the Mind:  shifting to a state of focused energy, alertness & calm

4. Heart-Focused: practice drawing in a specific feeling to offset draining emotions 
(ease/tolerance/gratitude/forgiveness/love/courage/ dignity/ 
integrity/honor/appreciation/adventure/enjoyment)

5. Emotional Let-Go/Visualization: Evaluate your emotions/relationships & imagine how 
it would feel to be a still pool, mountain stream, a mist, the great sea, release any 
emotions or feelings that emerge while visualizing

“Practice cultivating more renewing emotions and attitudes during the day. This 
increases your resilience and creates neurochemicals that regenerate your system and 
offset energy drain” Source: (2014) Institute of HeartMath



Mindfulness Breath Exercises 
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Effect Inhalation Hold Exhalation Hold

Energize 8 counts 2 4 counts 2 Repeat 

Balance 8 counts 8 8 counts 2 Repeat

Relax 4 counts 2 8 counts 2 Repeat

Improve 

Focus

Focus breathing at a steady 

pace

1. Count on exhale; first 

exhale is 1, second is 2, 

etc.

Count to 10 

& Repeat

Deeper 

Relaxation

Count on inhale; first inhale 

is 1, second is 2, etc.

Counting on the inhale 

naturally deepens breath

Count to 10

& Repeat

Meditative Remove counting and just be present, observe your breathing, empty your mind of 

any thoughts, if thoughts arise refocus on your breathing and body sensations, 

observe. 



Benefits of Meditation/Breath/Yoga
Exercises:
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relaxes brows, shoulders, stomach cramps boosts energy/resiliency

enhances ability to deal with stress/trauma completes cycle of trauma/stress in the body

increases concentration/focus brings calmness/kindness

helps master emotions improves difficulty sleeping

rids body of toxic waste relives anxiety/depression/fear/pain

lowers blood cortisol levels calms the mind/improves feelings of wellbeing



Other Health Hacks
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1. Gut Health: parasitology/comprehensive stool analysis—Kill phase/Repair 
phase/Restore phase (cloves, black walnut, wormwood, grape seed extract,                 
L-Glutamine, Omega 3 & DHA, Vitamin B12, Vitamin D)

2. IgG Test for food allergies vs. IgE Test for food sensitivities/intolerances
3. Intermitted Fasting: foods you choose to eat & when controls inflammation 
4. Infrared/Dry Heat Sauna: breaks down body fat, rids fat soluble 

toxins/substances/medications/heavy metals stored in the fat tissue (adipose)
5. Rebounder (mini trampoline): detoxes lymphatic system by stimulating one-way 

valves to remove toxins without stressing your joints (lymph node in chest, under 
arms, groin: spleen/tonsils/thymus—all related to fighting cancer, bacteria, viruses)

6. Hydrotherapy: hot baths & cold plunges (improves circulatory/respiratory 
system/activates lymphatic system)

7. Aromatherapy/ Essential Oils: relaxes & calms your mind 
8. Maintain your body’s PH balance



▪ Lung and kidneys help 
maintain PH balance

▪ From Acidic 0 to 14 Basic, 
a normal PH is 7.40

▪ Carbon Dioxide is slightly 
acidic

▪ The amount of carbon 
dioxide you exhale 
depends on how deep you 
inhale and exhale

▪ Extreme sleepiness, 
fatigue, confusion, 
headache

▪ A good alkaline diet should 
consist of 80% alkaline & 
20% acidic foods & drinks

▪ A more acidic body creates 
a weaker immune system, 
fatigue, allergies, 
inflammation, overweight, 
mood disorders, more 
cavities

▪ Drink 2-3 liters of water a 
day, fresh leafy greens, 
vegetables

▪ Test PH in saliva/urine 
through PH test strips/ 
litmus paper



Health & wellbeing needs to be holistic and individualized, but 

you first must know yourself
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