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Emotional Intelligence in Policing
By Gregory Saville, Senior Partner, Alternation Consulting, and Adjunct Professor, University of New Haven, New Haven,
Connecticut

n any policing controversy—excessive use of force, racial profiling, police suicide, discourtesy—separating human
emotions from that controversy’s cause is difficult. An officer’s emotional intelligence—whether the lack of emotional
awareness or the inability to control emotions—will emerge. There can be no escaping one’s emotions; indeed, if repressed,
they cause even more problems. This is of particular concern to law enforcement, due to the myth that an officer should grin
and bear emotional crises and shake them off at the end of the shift.

That myth has been contradicted by research, which has uncovered a much different reality. Contemporary psychological
research shows that the strong, silent type (typical of many police officers) cannot suppress human emotions without
suffering serious consequences. Emotional intelligence is just as serious in training.

Many officers are just now appreciating how deeply the emotional intelligence competencies affect the police profession.
Indeed, emotional intelligence is at the core of policing.

Most police training and education efforts have downplayed if not ignored the role of emotions. Often, academy educators
leave it to field trainers to help new officers through emotionally charged and stressful situations. Departments occasionally
provide stress management programs or use untrained mentors to help officers manage their emotions. But few of these
approaches consider emotional intelligence.

The Roots of Emotional Intelligence
In 1995 Daniel Goleman, a Harvardtrained psychologist and writer for the New York Times who focuses on the brain and
behavior research, popularized emotional intelligence through the bestselling book by the same title.1 Emotional intelligence
became a business trend. The Harvard Business Review article on the topic attracted a higher percentage of readers than
any other article published in that periodical in the last 40 years.2

Goleman based his book on the work of psychologists Peter Salovey and John Mayer, who first presented emotional
intelligence as a psychological theory in 1990 after years of psychological research challenging intelligence quotient (IQ) and
personality tests as legitimate measures of intelligence.3 IQ by itself—the measures still used to hire and select police
recruits—does not actually predict job performance very well. Using IQ by itself denies other forms of intelligence, particularly
what was then the most controversial: human emotions and emotional intelligence’s significant, perhaps primary, role.

The corporate sector quickly accepted the EI concept. Many business leaders agreed with the basic message that personal
qualities strongly influence success. All corporate sectors had examples of brilliant executives who did everything well,
except for getting along with others or handling stress, stalling their corporate careers because of their lack of EI.

After nearly two decades of scientific inquiry, EI is arguably now as legitimate as other psychological approaches.4 Now of
age, EI offers a great deal to police educators, recruiters, and leaders.

What Is Emotional Intelligence?
EI is the ability to interpret, understand, and manage one’s own and others’ emotions. EI is not about becoming emotionally
detached; it is about becoming emotionally mature and confident. The ability to be self-aware and then regulate one’s own
emotions is one of the most profound EI competencies that emerged from the research. According to a later version of EI that
Goleman promulgated, EI includes

• personal competencies like self-awareness, accurate self-assessment, and self-control, and

• social competencies like conflict management, empathy, and leadership. Both competencies are necessary in policing.

EI Competencies in Police Training
In the police problem-based learning (PBL) program discussed on pages 29-37 in this issue of Police Chief, EI training plays
a major role. It is also part of the PBL-based field training system for recruits called the police training officer (PTO) program.

In both these programs, EI learning takes the form of what psychologists Mayer and Cobb5 call socioemotional learning: it
teaches police instructors and students how to examine their own EI competencies. These competencies include the
following, among many others:

• Becoming more aware of emotional triggers that can instigate an angry violent response, such as when officers are called
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“pigs”

• Learning tactics to manage one’s own mental state during stressful situations, such as a hazardous police chase

• Being more attentive to the impact of daily emotions on long-term moods and attitudes toward colleagues and others

In the police PBL program, EI competencies first emerge during an online Web course. Each student—a police instructor—
then embarks on an individual field project about real-life learning and teaching in other professions in their own community.
They bring their research to an intensive two-week course. During this course, the students learn how to self-direct their own
EI skill development, practicing daily mindfulness and tracking their own EI learning in journals.

PBL students practice these skills for two weeks. Facilitators then review the results of their EI skill development with the
students during interviews. Students are encouraged to continue EI awareness when they begin to teach using the PBL
method. For months following the training, many PBL students continue to correspond with facilitators, as well as with each
other, on a Web site bulletin board set up for this purpose (www.pspbl.com).

Does It Work?
Do programs designed to improve EI competencies work? Research suggests they do, if carefully delivered by appropriately
prepared instructors.6 A recent study by Fabio Sala shows that workshop interventions improve EI competencies such as
self-confidence, conflict management, communication, and conscientiousness.7 More intense, long-term efforts may have
even greater impact.

EI training also affects stress management. One study incorporating EI into stress management programs revealed that
“those frontline operational police officers [who] were able to understand and manage their emotions reported lower levels of
stress and were, according to their reported lifestyles, at less risk of suffering from stress in the future. These results were
evident across the sample with no real differences evident regarding the age, gender rank or length of service of the officers
involved.”8 In other studies, EI awareness training appears to reduce officer burnout.9

How Can We Train EI?
Emotional competencies can change, but only through positive development by experiential learning, habitual self-reflection,
and long-term meditative work. Intellectual exercises or reading assignments by themselves are unlikely to work, because
emotional responses do not emerge from the part of the brain where higher-level mental functions occur, like reasoning and
language. Instead, they come from the interior limbic system in the brain, where emotions like anger and fear emerge.

Goleman calls this the “primal brain,” and according to him we often unknowingly act according to these primal emotions.
This process is called negative habituation, and is why, without positive, habitual self-awareness training, changing EI
competencies is difficult.

For example, a stress management class can have some impact but may not suffice in the long term. These workshops
typically target learning skills at the cognitive, exterior level. Skills at that level are highly perishable. They do not become a
positive habit.

The trick to learning EI skills is to become competent and aware of emotional responses as they happen. Unfortunately, our
own responses, often invisible to us, emerge from the primal brain. Students will not just learn these skills or pick them up on
their own; they need to learn how to practice emotional self-awareness.

As Blum and Polisar note, “Training police officers to effectively manage stress exposure events will require different methods
and content than have been traditionally applied to police recruits and trainees. Officers must possess adaptive expertise in
managing their minds, emotions, and physiological reactions in real time.”10

Lessons for Success
Police can use EI training in many significant ways. Leadership training and recruit selection procedures are two. Already
some new EI-based command courses have materialized. Further, many emotional intelligence tests—EQ tests—offer
recruiters additional screening methods to use with traditional systems.

But the most promising area for policing’s use of EI is training and education. Students already train with EI competencies in
the police PBL program for academy instructors, with other programs sure to follow. The U.S. Department of Justice COPS
Office is currently funding curricula development for a series of training courses with PBL and EI components for the
Regional Community Policing Institutes.

Course designers and academy administrators unfamiliar with EI theories must consider how to incorporate them. These are
EI training course writing tips to include in every EI course:

• Convince students that they succeed by developing their EI skills in different ways, depending on what extent they choose
to develop their skills. You cannot force someone to become EI aware. You can only point the way by helping them see how
they personally respond to different situations.

• Give students plenty of time to practice their new skills. Facilitators need to create a classroom environment where time is
set aside to practice. Students need to be encouraged to practice daily at home and on the job.

• Use PBL to deliver EI skills. Traditional teaching approaches like lectures, guided discussion, and PowerPoint do not
address learning at the emotional (affective) level that lies beyond the cognitive domain. Instead, PBL concentrates on
hands-on problem solving with real-life, relevant problems.

• Provide feedback from facilitators. The Police PBL program uses regular personal interviews and journaling as a basis for
facilitator feedback. The PTO program uses journaling.

Emotional intelligence represents a significant step for police training, leadership, and recruiting and hiring. It is a new
concept, so implementation will be gradual. But hiring and keeping the next generation of police officers requires considering
EI.

http://www.pspbl.com/
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