by Stephanie Conn

HOLDING THE LINE

Less reason now to hide PTSD

Why do more officers than ever before
have PTSD, someone asked me recently. I
was very happy to hear the question because
it’s important to talk about what many may
be thinking and trying to make sense of, but
not talking about.

There are many reasons PTSD seems to
be more prevalent today than before: 1) more
help-seeking due to less stigma 2) more aware-
ness of PTSD by practitioners 3) departments
hiring older officers 4) ‘Generation Y’ culture
entering the profession 5) more publicity on
PTSD due to social media and 6) an overstim-
ulating environment.

1) More people (including officers) are
seeking help for their mental health concerns.
The stigma has lessened some due to public
campaigns and PTSD being likened to a phys-
ical injury, such as “operational stress injury.”

I have spoken with many older officers
who likely had PTSD but hid it for fear of
being fired or otherwise judged. They turned
to the bottle, pills or alcohol, sex, shopping
or all of the above to soothe their pain. Their
friends don’t know they have PTSD. They see
them as having a drinking or “anger problem.”

Some are experiencing delayed-onset PTSD
as they retire because they no longer have
their work structure to keep them distracted.
The risk of suicide heightens upon retirement
for this reason.

2) PTSD became a diagnosis in 1980. I
believe it has become better understood in
recent years due to the occurrence of suicides
in the military. Just this year the criteria was
changed again to include emergency service
personnel’s chronic exposure to the trauma
of others. Even stigmatized disorders, such
as borderline personality disorder, are being
better understood as a form of complex PTSD.

3) Departments are hiring older officers
more likely to have been exposed to their
own traumas, not just great life experiences.
Research shows that prior trauma histories can
make the officer more vulnerable to PTSD.
This is complicated by the fact that older of-
ficers who have faced prior traumas may have
also developed coping skills to help manage
the traumas they face on the job. Some of
the best cops (and therapists) have overcome
difficulties in their lives, making them more
hardy and compassionate in doing their job.

Admissions Requirements

Pobice Foundatons Leadership diploma
= minimum of thems yRars' axpanience

* have worked to gain community experience

for the Polcn Fod w6 Loasdershp dek
= minimum aof theee years' experience
= Fiave worked 1o gain communily experiencs
The ¢ g SvEn for both un
thres months in an accolorated Fybng dednary fomal come

POLICE FOUNDATIONS LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

Ini tirrses af miled rescurces, conficling demands and rapid cullural and lechnslagical change, pubbs and pivale Siganicaliong
i beagars with incroased vision and skils 1o guide them in the achigvemnent of thadr goals. To helg you, & eader of taday and
the future. meet these growing demands, Humber Insttute of Technology and Advanced Leaming (Humber), the University of
Guelph-Humbes and the University of Gualph have parinered 1o ofer educalionsl patfreays thal includs taicred, sireanmbisd
programmeng At the diploms, undengraduabs and graduats els

Humber Institute of Technology and Advanced Learning

Hurmbec's iole i this padoemhip & 0 peavide 8 high quality, relevard leadenship anhancament peogram (LEC) (e, Polica
Foundations Laadership depdoma) geansd 62 you as @ chalian or uniformesd membesr i & front-ing opsralons, SUpSENSOny,
M- ANGEGHTEENT o ORIUN-MENAgEManT posiion. Humbor i propaned to assest you, B jushon professional, in attarng your
goal of higher education by offering a high afinity diploma in Police Foundations. Leadership which i delered by high-calibre
faculty. 'We offer & pracical program with gually corlent o baday's justice prodessional laoking fod advancemant and fulfilment
Youu will P the opportunity 1o apply Thacry in real-lile won sihations

W you are & uniformed member of & polcadustion agency, A mambar of the Canadan Armed Forces Miltary Polcs. or amployed
in private securty, you must meet the following critena to be eligible 1o receive credit for 23 out of the 30 courses reguired for the

= harve completed the Ontaria Police College (0PC) training or equivalent, such as the Regular Foroe MIP OLY course or MPOC
M you e a civilian member of & policafustics agency, you will be aligitde 1o receive credt for 20 oul ol the 30 courses requinsd

if you maed the folicwing crivenia:

'wmunmmmmnnwmwr That &5, ovar

are offered in May each year.

sessions) followed by two or three weeks of online education. Cnruﬂwl be required 1o compiete three addtional courses that

For more information, contact Pobce Leadership Lawscn. Sleghen Dugganihember ca or a1 4186758622 ext 3771

5 i class (et of thepe SaturdayGunday

communityservices.humber.ca

JANUARY 2014

28

4) 1 did a study last year on older non-re-
tiring cops and it was very clear that there
was a divide between veterans and the new
generation. Veterans saw the Gen Y cops as
weak and lacking loyalty to the job, asking
for days off for family and stress leave at the
drop of a hat. I did some research on Gen Y to
explain this and found that they are respond-
ing to what they saw in their parents: TOO
MUCH loyalty to their employers, resulting
in health problems, shock and betrayal when
they were let go due to downsizing, divorce
and ‘latchkey’ kids.

Gen Y cops are focused on their mental
health, family lives and career advancement. Vet-
eran cops do not see the knee jerk reaction their
generation created in their offspring, who insist
on work-life balance for the benefit of their health
and, ultimately, their employer because they are
more productive when happy and healthy.

5) Social media is heightening our aware-
ness of issues such as PTSD, depression and
anxiety. It seems like it’s everywhere now.
Social media was non-existent 20 years ago.

6) Related to #5, we are inundated with
e-mails, texts, tweets, status updates, podcasts,
online news, cyberbullying and Internet child
porn. This has contributed to our anxiety and
awareness of the ills of the world. I have clients
who are quite affected by the negativity of what is
being promoted out there. Cops are no exception.
They see ignorant comments made by a critical
public about traumatic calls they have worked.

Officers tell me they read the news about a
suicide they attended and are infuriated by the
comments made by readers who have no idea
what they are talking about. This adds to their
feelings of isolation and being misunderstood
and judged by the public they serve. This is why
I strongly discourage cops (and others) from
reading about events they were involved in.

Positive, uplifting stories are not sexy so
they rarely make the news, which can contrib-
ute to officers’ sense that the world is a bad
place, people are jerks and they are alone in
their fight against evil. This can contribute to
secondary traumatic stress, PTSD’s cousin.

If you find yourself wondering about the
prevalence of PTSD in the profession, or
within your department, I challenge you to
keep an open mind to the above points and be
aware of how harmful your skepticism can be
to those who suffer.

PTSD is not a sign of weakness or an
excuse to get out of work but, rather, a debil-
itating reaction to traumatic events.

Stephanie Conn is a registered clinical counsellor and
former communications dispatcher and police officer. To
find out more visit conncounsellingandconsulting.com or
e-mail her at stephanie@blueline.ca
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