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There is a crack in everything, 

that is how the light gets in...

Leonard Cohen
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​​​Foreword
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Without discrediting the police organization or police culture, Klaas Schakel draws on his own experiences and theoretical insights to describe what is going on in our wonderful organization and how this can affect you as an individual. 

He does not shy away from pointing out the sore spots and succeeds in highlighting the dark side of police culture and where functional elements can become dysfunctional. Work-related stress is part of the job, but Klaas shows us how we (officers and superiors) can lower our stress-level by taking control.

Without pretending to be anything, this book is topical and contemporary. More than ever, the police are under scrutiny and our actions, our behavior, and the way we carry them out are being scrutinized by society, on social media, by journalists, lawyers, and our superiors. On the one hand, this acts as a form of ‘checks and balances’, but it also causes frustration. This is particularly the case when issues are taken out of context or when the facts are distorted.

Klaas provides insights and tools based on strong cultural pillars. He does this in a very clear way, making this book accessible to a wide audience, but even more than that, it provides an opportunity to engage in debate and to discuss issues and experiences. The book gives a sense of recognition, confirmation, and pride, but also of shame and “we have to do this differently.” 

A good example of this is his blunt description of the downside of cop comradeship, which we hold so dear. Comradeship without critical thinking and feedback can lead to a culture of mediocrity, according to Klaas, and he has a point.

He writes this at a time when the Dutch Police are working hard to become a more inclusive police force. That regardless of your sexual orientation, race, age, disability, or whatever else, you are valued for who you are and what unique qualities you can contribute. 

Both inside and outside, we are a professional and decent police force that is highly valued by society. That a culture of accountability is commonplace and seen as an opportunity to improve quality.

May this book contribute to that noble endeavor, and I agree with Klaas... Stop complaining and take control. It starts with you!

Thanks to Klaas for taking the hard labor and initiative to create this book. If this book helps to reduce work-related stress in practice and opportunities for personal development are seized, then I would like to compliment him in advance.

Paul van Musscher

Chief Superintendent of Police (2020)

The Hague Police Department, the Netherlands​​​​​
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Best read
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“A good book is not made of what’s in it, 

but from what’s left out of it.” 

Mark Twain

Instant hit

After publication in Dutch in September 2020, this book became an instant hit in the Dutch police force. Several police chiefs bought each hundreds of copies to distribute them to their staff. Many hundreds of copies were also purchased by all kinds of teams, strategic, tactical, and operational managers, HR staff, colleagues, and unknown buyers. 

This book had an impact. Suddenly, articles about police culture appeared everywhere. This book put the subject on the map. 

Best read Dutch Police Academy Library

After publication in 2020 the Dutch Police Academy purchased twelve copies and in 2021, the book ranked first & best read among the most frequently checked-out books that year. As a result, I was invited to give several lectures at the Dutch Police Academy.

TOP 100 Ninth place Managementbook.nl 

In 2021, the book reached the TOP100 of Managementboek.NL –  a respected Dutch non-fiction platform – TOP100, ninth place. 

Workshops

After publication, dozens of teams across the country approached me to do workshops – many of them online due to the distance or the coronavirus - and we had many inspiring conversations.

Recommendations LinkedIn

My LinkedIn profile includes several references from colleagues, like that from Leo de Haan, police chief and a marine veteran;

“Klaas’s book is a must-read for every police leader. It does an excellent job of explaining what really matters and what we, as leaders, need to focus on. It has given me new insights. I finished it in less than a week. My advice: read it!”

​​​​Academic recognition

Professor dr. C. Fijnaut, a well-known criminologist in The Netherlands and one of the proof readers, recommended the book as “Meaningful.” 

“Keep writing!”, he said. 

English edition 

Given this success, I have decided to release an English edition. 

For this purpose, I wrote three new chapters: 3; Macho or Masculine, 4; Blue-collar police culture, and 15; Racial prejudice and ethnic profiling. 

I hope that my English-speaking colleagues find this book just as useful as my Dutch colleagues. 

I look forward to inspiring conversations! 
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1. My first stress as a patrol officer
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“There is a widespread misconception that professionals are 'ready' to practice their profession, simply because they have received training and obtained diplomas and certificates.” ​[1]

The first time I experienced work-related stress as a patrol officer was unexpected. I had only just started working in that role and had to respond to an emergency call. My colleague was behind the wheel, and I was sitting next to him. 

I enjoy speeding in police cars a lot, but it’s also dangerous, because not everyone sees you coming and collisions with police cars are common. Your colleague must be able to control the car at high speeds in heavy traffic, and that requires skill and driving experience. During that specific emergency call my colleague was driving too fast, taking unnecessary risks and did not control the car. 

I saw trees closely flashing by and thought, “I do not make it home tonight.” My son had just been born, and I was really worried that this drive would mean he would never see me alive again. That night I returned home with a huge headache, the first in my entire life. Believe it or not, I did not even know that this heavy pressure in my head was stress. I just knew I had a splitting headache and due to a lack of knowledge about stress, I labeled it as ‘feeling tired.’

Of course, there were often emergency calls, and I learned to deal with them by grabbing the car keys as soon I entered the office. Driving myself put me in control of the car and my own safety, which significantly reduced my stress. 

In hindsight, I realize there were many colleagues who always wanted to drive themselves, and this is still the case. I assume they learned my lesson too. When you drive yourself, you have a more enjoyable shift, with less stress. Who thinks about such topics, when applying for a job as a police officer? No one does! And it plays out no one talks about it because it’s not cool.

When I look at some YouTube clips about police chases I am amazed by the risks being taken to stop cars with fleeing suspects. Nowadays, in the Netherlands, if the speed is too high and the road is too busy, the pursuit is stopped by the emergency communications center.

Television and YouTube show chases involving people who later turn out to be criminals, but you see far fewer chases that end badly without serious criminals being involved. Not because they happen less often, but because it's embarrassing when you kill someone in a chase that was pointless in the first place.

A fatal collision in which people lose their lives is far worse than a suspect not being apprehended. Be honest, some chases are pointless. Everyone getting home safely should be the most important thing.

Stopping a chase because the risks are unacceptable has nothing to do with a lack of courage, but with common sense and professionalism. Car chases on TV are fun to watch, but in real life they are extremely dangerous for both citizens and cops. When I look back on those chases, especially the ones where I wasn't the driver, I am glad to be alive.

I remember night shifts where not much happened and a ‘funny’ colleague reported a non-existent chase over the mobile radio. Police cars from the surrounding area then set off at high speed in the dark in pursuit of the imaginary suspect, taking unnecessary risks. This was not a joke, if anyone had been killed in a crash, all hell would have broken loose.

I remember I was driving a little police bus packed with colleagues. One of them suddenly told me to hurry to a certain address, because there was something going on. We were driving in the center of the town on Saturday at noon and it was crowded with public. I drove like an idiot, avoiding pedestrians and cyclists, to reach that address in time. When we arrived, it turned out to be a joke. What a jerk, this colleague! What if I had caused an accident? 

Another ‘funny joke’ was to hold a competition during boring night shifts to see who could drive as far as possible and return to the starting point in an hour. These so-called police humor resulted in absurdly dangerous and stressful situations. I did not find this funny. I had served in the Navy for six years, and this kind of irresponsible behavior was unacceptable there and would lead to dismissal.

That is what stressed me out: irresponsible, rude, and inappropriate behavior from colleagues. The level of stress during my shifts as a patrol officer was not determined by the incidents, but by unprofessional behavior of the colleagues I had to work with. After every bad experience, I questioned whether I had chosen the right profession and seriously considered resigning. After ten years, I did. I resigned, but after one year I got homesick and I returned. Later more on that.

Who thinks about this kind of stressors when joining the Force? Nobody does. And yet these unknown stressors can cause a lot of disturbing stress. As said, getting stressed is something personal, not everyone suffers from the same stressors, but no one is completely immune to stress, not even that tough colleague you would not expect. 

The lesson I learned from this was that taking control turned out to be a golden key to combating work-related stress. That was many years ago, and that discovery stood strong my whole career, because taking control turned out to be the common mindset in combating and managing work-related stress for me. The physical key also turned out to be the figurative key to less work-related stress.

Work-related stress and shame

The example of the key shows how small the cause of work-related stress can be, but also how big the impact is. In cop work, situations like this occur every day, often several times a shift. 

That is why I believe that today many police officers suffer from work-related stress due to minor causes, which they do not dare to talk about, because they think they are the only ones and are ashamed of it. 

It is difficult to admit to yourself that you are experiencing work-related stress because of something ‘trivial.’ It is also not cool to admit that you are suffering from stress when you are carrying many weapons, because that does not fit the image. And since no one else is talking about it, neither will you.

When experiencing stress, you are therefore struggling with multiple demons, both inside and outside yourself. Because people do not talk about it, work-related stress only becomes visible when they call in sick with vague complaints, which later turn out to be stress-related.

This news often comes as a surprise to close colleagues, because usually no one has noticed anything unusual about that colleague. Superiors do not always notice anything either, which emphasizes the importance of a meaningful professional working relationship with team members, because only then can sensitivities be discussed and timely action taken to prevent absenteeism due to illness. 

This does not mean that employees cannot and should not raise the alarm themselves, because that is the first and most important form of taking control.

“Only what is intensely experienced can change us.” ​[2]

I am writing this having been knocked down by severe work-related stress three times myself. This seems like a lot, but in thirty-five years of police work I find it acceptable. It was tough and I would have preferred not to have gone through it, but it happened to me and I had to deal with it. 

The causes of burnout are usually very diverse, often involving a combination of factors in work and private life. For example, you can endure a hard time at work and at the same time end up in a divorce, like I did. These two major stressors suck out your energy and run your battery low fast. 

Your childhood and youth may have made you sensitive to certain stressors. The more you have been through in life, the more likely you are to be sensitive to different stressors. They say, “Do not put yourself in situations where your biggest flaw is constantly triggered.” Due to a lack of self-knowledge, I have not always put that wisdom into practice.

Many people have one or more of these pain points that make them more sensitive to certain stressors. Therapy helps you understand these sensitivities better, so you can learn how to deal with them. In my experience that sensitivity never goes away, but you learn to live with it, by making better choices. 

To make better choices, you need to know yourself and act accordingly. The point was that I did not realize I was becoming increasingly stressed. No one noticed because my behavior changed very gradually. I did not speak as much and slowly got depressed and cynical. 

The most visual thing in these periods was that I started smoking again. Ten cigars a day. By the time my behavior at work became so moody and angry that everyone could see I was not feeling well, it was already too late.

So, when I give tips in this book on how to deal with work-related stress, I do so with the necessary modesty. Intellectually, I know exactly how it works and what to do, but I do not always manage to act on it. 

Emotions often throw a spanner in the works for me because I find feeling more difficult than thinking. Thinking comes naturally, especially at work, when work absorbs me, but feeling what is deep inside me is something at which I really must work. 

What I have learned is that if you are not in touch with your deeper feelings, they will control your life. Not being in touch with your feelings means you are on a runaway train. Carl Jung:  

“If you don’t integrate your shadow 

it will determine your life 

and you will call it fate.”

Hidden feelings are shadow contents that must be brought to consciousness to remove their destructive charge, according to Carl Jung.

Later I will describe how I learned to get in touch with my feelings. This turned out to be an important step in my personal growth and reduced work-related stress a lot.

When I discovered that the heavy feeling in my head was related to work-related stress, thirty-five years ago, I started buying books on the subject. It is absurd joining the Force and know nothing about how stress creeps in, because that is asking for trouble. It is like climbing Mount Everest without climbing gear and then being surprised when you get into trouble. 

By reading books about stress, I learned that stress is not just a matter of learning to feel in the moment, but also of learning to speak out. Stress often is related to a lack of assertiveness, and I could relate to that, because I was not assertive at all.

That sounds strange for a cop, but there is a big difference between calling the shots on the street because you are wearing a uniform and standing up for yourself between colleagues and within the organization. Being assertive with colleagues is often difficult because rank differences and mutual loyalty often get in the way. So, I started learning to look at my own behavior and my own role and possibilities in the whole picture. This increased my self-awareness. It was a long road, but it was worth it. 

The personal growth dimension makes your work an interesting playing field. Work can become a place to experiment with new behavior. I think learning and growing as human beings is why we are here on earth. Everything we experience can contribute to this goal. 

I still smoke cigars. Sigmund Feud and Carl Jung were smokers too, so I have the most perfect excuse. After all, I am just a human and humans are not perfect. You may notice that I often quote Carl Jung. This is because I am a big admirer of his. Jung was a thinker and an artist, not a cold engineer of the psyche, like Freud.

Personal vulnerabilities and stress

At seventeen I fled my parents house and joined the Royal Dutch Navy. For years I sailed the oceans as a low rank sailor, from which almost four years on an old supplier, HMS Poolster (Polestar). We made many trips, one of them to the east coast of Canada, the United States of America, and the Caribbean. These were exciting years in which I did not experience any significant stress, but this changed drastically when I joined the Force and started working as a patrol officer. 

First something else. Stress is inherent in police work, but the level at which it is experienced differs from person to person. Speaking for myself, I suffered some trauma in my youth, and I learned later in life that this has made me sensitive to specific triggers. 

In my case, I developed an allergy to people who treat me in an authoritarian manner. I owe this to an authoritarian stepfather whom I got after my own father died of a heart attack when I was six years old. When I was ten years old this new lover of my mom came into my life. I did not like him at all, but this did not stop my mother from marrying him and moving us to another place. I was eleven years old, and this moment marked the end of my childhood.

This stranger in the house appeared to be an autistic Calvinistic fanatic, someone who loved Jesus more than real humans. In church he was unrecognizable emotional, but outside he was as cold as stone. He treated me coldly and as a result I became emotionally closed off and withdrew into myself. This servant of the devil left me with a lasting aversion to authoritarian men and religious fanatics. 

At seventeen I dropped out from school, left home, and joined the navy. There were authoritarian personalities in the navy too, but they were never personal. Because of that, I never had any problems there. In the police, however, some authoritarian superiors made it personal – and that changed everything. I would learn the hard way that any superior behavior that reminded me of my stepfather would cause a lot of stress, without realizing that this stepfather was the underlying cause. It took me years and a psychologist to link both realities and make things clear. By then I was already in my forties and had suffered quite a bit. 

“Your future is your past which you understand.” Krishnamurti

The essence of what I am trying to explain here is that your childhood and personal life can have a significant impact on your sensitivity to stress.

Without self-knowledge, you become a plaything of your past, a runaway train, as I experienced myself. Police work is so intense that it is impossible not to encounter yourself, including your weaknesses and unresolved traumas. That is not pleasant, but it also offers opportunities for healing and growth.

I have learned that certain sensitivities never go away, no matter how often or how long you go to therapy. The trick is to avoid situations that you know will systematically activate your weaknesses. My own trauma has played tricks on me throughout my whole career. Battling my own demons appeared to be the most difficult struggle of my life and the most important also. 

In hindsight, the battles at work

were part of the war 

I fought with myself.

It took me many years to understand and accept this reality. This may sound dramatic, but every person has their own struggles; I am not unique in that respect. The question is not whether you have personal weaknesses, but when you acknowledge that you have them and start working on them. 

Practical experience and theoretical basis

This book is based on thirty-five years of operational cop work on the beat, from which I spent fifteen years as a patrol officer in several cities and 20 years in the field of criminal investigation. I investigated hundreds of cases as a criminal investigator, arrested all the suspects, and compiled the criminal files. I loved my job and I loved my colleagues. 

I would not say that my colleagues were my substitute family, because I am too independent for that, but working in those teams felt like a warm bath in most cases. The solidarity and humor often made me feel very happy in the presence of my colleagues. I never had problems with my colleagues, but I did have issues with some superiors. 

Field experience is valuable, but it can create blind spots. That is why I combine my experience with factual psychological knowledge. I can do so because I started studying psychology later in life, alongside my work as a crime-fighter. I graduated in 2011 as a social psychologist at the age of forty-eight. In doing so, I fulfilled a dream I had carried with me since my time in the navy. 

Detective work was right up my alley, so I decided to continue my studies. I completed a degree in criminal investigation, age 50. This two-year fulltime study was conducted at the Dutch Police Academy and led to my promotion to the rank of police inspector and Deputy District Attorney. At last, I also finished a one-year academic postgraduate specialization in investigative psychology, age 56. 

Then I found out that in a blue-collar organization this higher level of education is a disadvantage. I applied for the position of investigative psychologist in my own department, but the colleague in charge did not want me. She told me she saw me as a treat, and she was damned right because she was an academic without any practical experience. Three years later, age sixty, I decided to retire early and enjoy my freedom. This book and two others are the result of that freedom. I refuse to let my knowledge and experience go to waste, so I am now doing full time what I like most: writing. 

I am a late bloomer. When I published the Dutch version of this book in 2020 (age 57), I realized my goal to provide cops working in the field with knowledge and tools to help them recognize and manage work-related stress. 

This book can be useful for newcomers and old lads as well. Through this book, they can learn to increase, what I call, ‘job resilience’ on the street and ‘organizational resilience’ at the office. Resilience is a broad concept, as it will become clear to the reader.

The reader should know that I do not use the term ‘cop’ in a derogatory way, because I was one myself. I am also always referring to two sexes here. 

Personal growth and professional mastery should go hand in hand. In fact, I would argue that this is particularly true in the Force, because improving the world starts with yourself. 

If you never reflect on your own behavior, you risk becoming the stereotypical bully or the grumpy old man, with all the dire consequences that entails. Positive cultural change in the Force therefore starts on a small scale, with individuals who dare to look in the mirror.

While this may seem logical, in the hectic teamwork of the Force, it is no easy task. Many officers already struggle to survive, let alone achieve those ‘soft’ goals. However, soft goals create hard results, in the form of less stress and higher productivity. 

Reason for writing this book

The spark that brought me to write this book was the Organizational Plan for the National Police in the Netherlands (2012). This Plan included a section on culture, but I did not like it at all because this section was just over one page and it only contained theoretical vagueness. I was very disappointed and decided to write a book about it. It took me three years to write it down. By then I had the manuscript proofread by around twenty colleagues and several highly recommended external experts – see acknowledgments. I owe them all a great deal. The feedback was quite positive and yielded many nice suggestions, which I incorporated into the text. 

The police chief of the department of The Hague was also willing to proofread the manuscript and even write the foreword. He officially received the first book and purchased 200 copies to distribute to his staff. 

The English edition contains three new chapters; Macho versus masculine (3); Blue-collar police culture (4); Racial prejudice & ethnic profiling (15). 

Sources

This book is based on 35 years of personal experience in law enforcement—15 of which I spent on the beat as a patrol officer and 20 in the criminal investigation teams—combined with my studies in psychology and additional research into organizational cultures. I also reviewed key reports and policy documents. The quotations in this book come from my own physical library – see the bibliography. 

How to read this book

Five themes are addressed simultaneously in this book:

1. A theoretical explanation of police culture.

2. A simple model to explain work-related stress.

3. Examples from personal experience.

4. Tips for learning to deal with work-related stress.

5. Opportunities for personal growth and development.

These themes are inextricably linked and recur throughout the book, as will become apparent. As a result, there is not one central theme, but five. Because they belong together, this is hardly noticeable, just as in real life. I do not consider it desirable to separate and analyze these topics, as is done in science, because this would result in a theoretical and boring book for the reader. Academics may therefore find it lacking in a rigorous scientific approach. 

Nevertheless, I chose this approach because my intention was not to write a scientific publication, but a readable and useful book. Police culture is complex and full of bizarre contradictions. The only way to present this theme in an inviting and readable way is to make connections and add a personal touch. It is the interconnections between the five themes that make it interesting for me to write about them and that may make it worthwhile for the reader to read this book. 

If police officers (including superiors) learn to combine their police mission with a personal mission, it cuts both ways. Work then takes on an important additional function, alongside earning money and serving society, namely that of an instrument for personal growth. This is also a form of meaning because your work suddenly starts working for you. 

You no longer go to work just to serve society and earn money, but also to see what personal growth you can achieve that day. It would be a shame to miss out on that opportunity because you are there anyway, so why not do it? 

“How can the enormous forces within human beings be unleashed 

and used productively?” ​[3]
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2. ​​​​​National culture & police culture
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“An organization has to deal with the national character of the country.” ​[4]

“A company in Western Europe will have to accommodate the individualistic value system that prevails here.” ​[5]

“Organizations do not exist in a cultural vacuum, but in a national and regional cultural context. Employees therefore enter the organization with a certain cultural background, which does not disappear when they join the organization.” ​[6]

As said, Western society is broadly characterized by an individualistic culture, which means that most Western police officers are socialized as individualists. The police organization, however, is strongly characterized by a collectivist culture where everything revolves around working in teams. This is both interesting and worrying, because it raises the question of how these opposing cultural forces within affect the well-being, health, and performance of police officers.

An experiment with American and Chinese workers

“People are not satisfied with being treated as ‘human beings’, they want to be ‘persons’ and be recognized and accepted as individuals – John or Jane.” ​[7]

In his book “All different thinkers, dealing with cultural differences,” dr. G. Hofstede refers to the distinction between individualistic societies and collectivist societies.​[8]

In his book, he describes an experiment conducted in 1989 involving American and Chinese employees. Americans are the epitome of the individualistic work ethic, while Chinese employees represent a collectivist culture. 

In the experiment, both groups had to perform tasks such as writing memos and assessing plans and job applications. Half of the participants from each country were given an individual assignment and the other half a group assignment. Of these groups, half had to submit their work anonymously and the other half had to include their own name.

The Chinese performed best in groups and when they had to submit their assignments anonymously. They performed worst when they had to work individually and put their names on their work. 

The Americans were exactly the opposite: they performed best when they worked individually and had to put their names on their work. However, Americans performed “hopelessly poorly” on group assignments where they remained anonymous. 

How to treat Western employees

The moral of this story is that you should not let American individualists work under Chinese conditions, otherwise there is a risk that they will become demotivated and perform worse. 

What applies to Americans also applies to other individualistic Western cultures. You should not treat Westerners anonymously, because then they become demotivated and perform ‘hopelessly badly.’ 

This may raise the question in some readers' minds as to whether Westerners, particularly police officers, are suited to working in groups. I can tell you they are perfectly capable of doing so, but it is the way in which they work together that matters. 

Western police officers do not want to be treated like Chinese. They do not want to go through life anonymously or as clones of their colleagues, even if they wear the same uniform. 

On the street, it is not always possible to make an individual mark, and that’s fine, as long as employees within the organization feel that they matter as individuals and are appreciated. 

Superiors would therefore do well to be aware of the individualistic Western cultural background of their officers and not to impose unrealistic social demands on them that they, as independently minded Westerners, cannot continuously meet. For Westerners, cooperation is not automatic, but a choice that is made consciously every time.

“Culture is only fruitful, i.e., it only has a stabilizing effect if it is stimulating and innovative, if it manages to avoid the extremes of traditionalism and individualism.” 

“There are no hard and fast rules, and it is difficult to say where tradition ceases to be stimulating and begins to stifle.” ​[9]

It is important to point this out, because police management tends to promote the happy message of group thinking. This is understandable from their point of view because managing herd animals is easier than managing independently thinking individuals. 

However, the lesson from the experiment with Americans and Chinese is that you should not treat Western police officers like sheep, because that is at odds with their Western individualistic cultural upbringing. 

A Westerner who is treated like a Chinese or a sheep becomes demotivated. Yet that is exactly what happens in the police force, because police officers are largely interchangeable. It does not matter who joins the shift if there are enough of them to man the cars. 

In that respect, there is no difference between the police and the army, where soldiers are also interchangeable. That may be true, but the trend is that society is becoming increasingly individualistic. This is also due to rising education levels, with people who are better educated behaving more independently than those with lower levels of education. 

Superiors from the old guard who fail to recognize this reality and continue to expect officers to behave like Chinese, are missing the point and creating problems. Unfortunately, there are still many superiors from the old guard in the Force, because they stay in their jobs until they retire. All the while, they burden the younger generation on the work floor with their outdated presence and expectations that the younger generation cannot or will not meet. 

Nothing is worse than ending up as a young lad on a team with a bunch of old men who’ve been on the same team for thirty years. The only subject they speak about every day is their coming retirement, twenty years from now. As a newcomer this is hell; it feels like you’ve ended up in a nursing home decades before your time. As a result of that sickening atmosphere these old-fashioned men can create, some of the younger officers resign, and these are often precisely the ones you want to stay. 

In the Force, they often say, “Everyone can be missed.” That is right for those pre-retirees, but there are employees who are more valuable to a team or to the organization than others. In practice, however, the large scale of the police organization means that everyone is seen as replaceable. This can create a perverse incentive to treat officers like Chinese, with all the negative consequences that entails.
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3. ​​​​​Macho or masculine
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“The policeman’s culture is that of the masculine workman.” ​[10]

“Macho = alpha male, a man who behaves in an exaggeratedly masculine way.” ​[11]

Before we delve deeper into the correlation between police culture and health, I would first like to touch on a topic that is often mentioned in relation to police culture, namely that it is ‘macho’. I disagree with this. Of course, police officers are not supposed to be pussies, but macho and masculine are two different things. This also applies to female cops. They need to be strong personalities, without becoming annoyingly dominant and ugly tomboys. Macho cops are a disaster, as well for the team as for society. Police work needs men and women with natural, personal grounded authority. Real personalities, not fake ones. 

Let’s crack this nut! 

There is an important difference between macho and masculine. Masculinity is a form of natural authority based on healthy and grounded self-confidence. Macho behavior among cops is not grounded in natural authority, but on formal power. Macho behavior masks a lack of self-confidence. Therefore, macho display is an immature form of masculinity. Every officer can do without. 

Many police officers, especially younger ones, are in the process of evolving from macho to masculine personalities. They start out feeling insecure in their profession and therefore sometimes behave in a macho manner. Over time they develop self-confidence and leave that macho behavior behind. Those who do not go through this development process remain stuck in old macho patterns.

Citizens can sense very clearly whether they are dealing with a police officer with natural authority, or with a macho. That is because macho behavior stems from uncertainty and fear. The macho man puffs out his chest to appear big and impressive to someone he fears.

Criminals with an antisocial personality disorder (ASP) also behave macho. One important characteristic of ASP is an inflated sense of self-worth (DSM-5), which translates into overcompensating and aggressive macho behavior. 

Seen in this light, macho police officers appear to behave like criminals, mirroring their behavior. Macho behavior by police officers makes no impression whatsoever on criminals with ASP. Criminals respect cops who behave with natural authority, not based on fear and formal power. 

Why should criminals respect cops who behave macho out of fear? Macho behavior among criminals does not stem from fear, but rather from a lack thereof, combined with a predisposition to recklessness. 

How can you respect someone who is afraid? What is there to respect? The badge? The law? In their world no one respects those symbols. Only natural authority commands respect. And to be honest, there is a lot of truth in that. In the normal world you also do not respect others purely based on objective characteristics, like the clothes they wear or the car they drive. Most people see easily through that. 

Conclusion: respect is earned through behavior. And that is how it should be. Of course, there is a group of criminals who have no respect for that either, because they hate all police officers. That is fine, they get the treatment they deserve, no problem, because the police do not let themselves be pushed around.

The use of violence

“It is because he represents authority, backed by the potential of using legitimate force, that the police officer faces danger from those who are recalcitrant to it. “ ​[12]

Cops are used to violence, and they should use it when needed and necessary. Sometimes it is necessary immediately, and sometimes only when talking does not help. When violence is necessary officers should use it without hesitation. If they do not use force when necessary, the police lose their authority. Both too much and too little violence can lead to a lack of respect for the police. If setting healthy boundaries leads to violence, that is not the fault of the police, unless the police themselves behave inappropriately. The big question is: what is inappropriate? Most police officers know this instinctively. I want to emphasize here that the use of force is part of police work. If you are unwilling or unable to do that, you should not be working for the police. 

I once beat someone up in private because he was threatening and stalking my ex-wife, the mother of my son. She reported it to the police, but they did nothing. That is why I gave him such a beating that he will remember for the rest of his life. As punishment, I was transferred to another team, and when I arrived there, my new boss - a huge guy with a bull’s neck – asked, “You really gave him a good beating, didn’t you?” I said, “Yes, I did,” and he smiled approvingly and suggested I be promoted to sergeant right away. That was pretty funny. 
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