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Foreword

Two books – Resilience Investigated (2010-2015) 1 and Stories of Resilience –
are the result of intensive research in the field of human processes in
the context of police work. The first of these two books provides an
overview of our current understanding of the concept of resilience
using existing research, and explores its implications for police work
in practice. Stories of Resilience is a collection of personal accounts that
lends greater depth to our research findings. The stories that it includes
show what resilience means in practice at the individual level. All the
research was conducted in the context of the Professional Resilience
Improvement Programme in the Netherlands. This programme was a
joint initiative undertaken by the Ministry of Security and Justice, the
police unions and the management of the Dutch police force, and was
formally launched at the end of 2011. A group of fifteen to twenty people
set to work on a range of themes that went beyond the confines of our
research agenda, such as the Mental Strength training, the 24-7 Help
Desk Police, Fit@NP (a mental and physical fitness programme for the
Dutch police force) and the suicide registration point. The formal completion of the programme in 2015 provided a good occasion for writing
these two books on the theme of resilience. Although research in the
field of resilience is still ongoing, this is an excellent moment to gather
together all our main findings and insights in a coherent way, so that
these are available to educators, policymakers, administrators, managers and all other interested police personnel, as well as for those outside
the police force who see resilience as part of their craftsmanship.
Annika Smit, Nanette Slagmolen and Marion Brepoels
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The authors would like to thank the Reading Committee for Research Publications of the
Police Academy for their constructive criticisms, in particular Guus Meershoek and Luuk
van Spijk.
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A quest for humanity…
The task of compiling and presenting an apparently contradictory set of
research findings in a coherent manner has been a challenging scientific exercise for me. At the same time, the process of writing this book
on the theme of resilience represents a landmark in a learning process
that has been characterized by the desire to know more about the people
at the heart of police work. It was in 2009 that this desire for knowledge
was first awakened in me, when I visited many different police locations
in a relatively short period of time. This was during the development
of the Police Academy’s initial strategic research agenda. Inspired by all
the meetings and conversations that I had at that time, I wrote a paper
entitled ‘Resilience and Vitality: a resilient police force.’ I did not realize
it at the time, but that would be the start of years of work researching
the concept of resilience. And I quickly came to understand that I was
not the only one who wanted to know more about this subject.
My research has had a huge impact on me over the years that I have
spent working on it, and has often affected me at the personal level.
It has taken me to the heart of police work and the people who dedicate their lives to it. I have seen the police at close quarters and I have
come to understand the people who work for the police better. I have
witnessed a great deal of pride, enthusiasm and gratitude, as well as
anger, sadness and unease. I have also seen misunderstandings and
miscommunication. The contrasts that are implicit in police work
continue to fascinate me: tension, confrontation and fear, love for fellow human beings, harsh judgments and exclusion, struggles. This
research has shown me the essence of what it means to be human,
and it has also taught me about my own identity. I feel compelled to
continue working on this challenging project; it has taught me to
understand myself and my own personal struggles, and to become
more aware of them. It has been a process of first-hand experience, and
of realizing what being human means in terms of police work. It has
also meant cutting across ranks and positions – from trainees to Chief
Commissioners – and I have seen that all these people are, in essence,
the same. It has also shown me how important it is to take account of
all the different dimensions of the human condition in order to develop
police professionalism.
In short, I have seen a common thread that runs through all the stories
and analysis: resilience involves a mission or quest – the objective of
which is to ensure that police personnel remain profoundly human.
The aim of researching the concept of resilience is to better understand
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the human and interpersonal aspects of the profession, from the inside
outwards. It is this that will help us to develop the profession further
in the future.
Annika Smit
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Introduction

After receiving a message that a young man has been knocked down in an
incident with a vehicle near the station where he is based, operational team
leader Bob attends the scene immediately. It’s four o’clock in the morning
and he can see the face of the boy, whom the paramedics are still trying to
reanimate. He has been injured beyond recognition. With the help of some
colleagues, Bob works carefully to ensure that the incident is handled as it
should. He can see some bystanders taking photographs with their mobile
phones. Suddenly a man and woman who do not speak Dutch arrive at
the scene. They try to tell him that they think it might be their son who is
lying there in the street. After a few minutes, it becomes apparent that they
received a phone call from a neighbour who woke them because he saw a
picture of the accident on Facebook and thought that he’d recognized their
son’s jacket. Bob wants to spare the parents – if they are indeed the parents –
the horrific sight of their son, but at the same time he understands that they
need to know whether it really was their son who was hit. In this kind of situation, however, certainty about the identity of the victim is always the first
requirement. Bob is unsure how to determine the identity of the victim with
certainty: should he take people away from the scene for questioning, or call
in an investigator? He would prefer to call in an experienced investigator,
but the two colleagues that immediately spring to mind have both recently
retired. Bob feels a huge responsibility at this point, and although he is surrounded by colleagues, he feels quite alone. Meanwhile, local residents who
have gathered by the police cordon are getting involved in an argument with
his officers. The mother is screaming desperately and trying to get past the
cordon, but she is being prevented from doing so by police officers. The father
starts to threaten them, pushing one of the officers out of the way.
Police work requires humanity, and it is bound to affect us deeply as
human beings. Think about it: would a robot or a machine be capable of doing the job that Bob and his colleagues are doing now? And
wouldn’t this situation test the limits of what can reasonably be asked
of any person? It is not the uniform that makes the difference, but the
person wearing it. Situations that involve suffering, anguish, anxiety
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and danger – as this one does – will by definition affect those involved.
This combination of circumstances means that those who are involved
in police work need to reflect constantly on what it means to be human,
and how to make sure that they stay that way. Resilience goes to the
heart of these human processes – it is a crucial requirement for the
job. And this is not primarily due to concern for one’s colleagues or the
organization’s duty of care for its employees. Of course, those aspects
are essential too – Bob and his colleagues need to stay fit and healthy,
like all police officers, and to receive the appropriate care if they do
become adversely affected by the stress of incidents like these. The
appropriate support and facilities must be available for them. Fortunately, most police officers would not be traumatized by an incident
like this one. But resilience always plays a part in how well the police
perform. Every police officer who is involved in the case above must
be able to maintain his or her own resilience: physical balance (which
is especially difficult when you are working night shifts), mental balance (maintaining focus, energy management) and the attribution of
meaning that underlies particular actions (saving lives, maintaining
order). Resilience can make the difference between life and death (e.g.
whether a victim is successfully reanimated or not), between safe or
unsafe police work, between a situation that escalates out of control and
one that is successfully managed, and so on. Moreover, this balance
does not depend only on individual police officers, but also on the connections and relationships between them. This is all part of the field of
resilience, and it is an indispensable aspect of the police work.

LURE
in my thoughts
sometimes they pass by – oh hear me –
a chorus of memory and fantasy, they
come and go, loudening and quietening
snippets, in me and around me and through me
insistently, stubbornly
staring, intruding, laughing
silence; a storm was summoned, freezing me
with the patience of an angel – expecting
pain, not battle
it beckoned, come hither
in flashing light and sound
irrevocable as unhearing condemnation
inexplicable physical symptoms
translated from a poem by Annika Smit
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Historical context
The interest in human beings who wear a police uniform every day
is a relatively new phenomenon. It is only since the 1970s and 1980s
that interest began to grow in the behaviour and psychological wellbeing of police officers in the Netherlands. This process developed in
tandem with some radical shifts in wider society. The social changes
of the 1960s led to violent confrontations between the police and young
people in the 1970s and 1980s, a period when street demonstrations
and riots became a fairly regular occurrence (Meershoek, 2015). In
order to respond adequately to rising social tensions, for the first time
it became necessary to consider the factors that underlie the conduct
of police officers and to act accordingly. The internal mechanisms of
human psychology – the impulses and susceptibilities of police officers
themselves – became relevant (Meershoek, 2015). The influx of women
into the police forces – The Hague was the first police force to start
actively recruiting female officers in the 1970s (Meershoek, 2012) – also
raised questions about the way in which the police interacted themselves. What was the best way to handle women in the police force? At
the same time, the conduct of police officers within their own ranks
became a further subject for discussion.
The psychological perspective began to emerge in relation to the police
force’s role both in wider society and within the police force. The health
risks that police personnel are exposed to at the psycho-social level
became a subject of discussion in the 1990s. In January 1996, the
Police Clinic first opened its doors at the Academic Medical Centre,
becoming the first centre to take on cases of possible post-traumatic
stress disorder among police officers. The clinic was run by psychiatrist
Professor Berthold Gersons, who worked for a number of large police
forces. In the years that followed, the theme of vitality or resilience
cropped up time and again on the agenda of the Council of Chief Constables, and the unions continued to urge more action in this area. During the first decade of this century, a number of studies were carried
out into the health (including mental health) of police officers, and this
became the subject of significant attention in the media. For example,
in 2009 the report entitled Police Officers Tell Their Story was published
(Kant & Raak, 2009). The general conclusion was that the work of the
police is not only demanding but also psychologically draining.
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The development of the theme at the national level
Around the time when Police Officers Tell Their Story was published,
police forces began to discuss new issues arising from police work.
The essential question that was posed in these discussions was: what
knowledge do we need in order to do good police work in the future?2
In some forces, such as in Amsterdam, forms of psycho-physiological intervention were developed with the aim of promoting resilience
– even though this term was not always used at the time. Only a limited
number of forces took action in this area, but where discussions did
take place, the issues that were raised almost all had one thing in common: people were expressing concerns about the vitality of the police
as an organization and/or the health and well-being of individual police
officers, sometimes focusing in on specific groups or jobs. Here are
some excerpts from those discussions:
‘Hardly anyone talks about the vulnerability of the police, so we stick to
talking about mental resilience.’ (police officer)
‘Real police work is about courage, fear and stress – but nobody ever
talks about those things.’ (chief commissioner)
‘The police force is ill, in a way, but we make sure that we never talk
about that.’ (district manager)
‘The welfare of the police needs to be investigated. I have serious concerns. Officers are being asked to deal with too much.’ (district police
chief)
The concerns were clear, and so too was the view that this was an issue
that nobody was prepared to talk about. Words like ‘taboo’ were sometimes used explicitly in conversation. And some very meaningful questions were raised: how important is vitality in the police force? And
how much does anybody really think about it? Police work constantly
shows us what it means to be human: given the nature of police work
and police officers, this is only natural. And yet we rarely consider this
subject from the opposite perspective: given the nature of people and

2

This occurred as part of the development of a strategic research agenda by the Police
Academy. Unstructured interviews (24 in total) and brain-storming sessions (ten in total)
involving police personnel, scientists and scientific bureaus affiliated to political parties
were held for this purpose. All these interviews and sessions took place between August
2009 and March 2011.
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human beings, what can we realistically expect from police officers? To
what extent do we need to understand the human condition in order to
grow and develop as police officers, and in order to do the work of the
police? In essence, this has been the leitmotif of all our research into the
theme of resilience: developing a better understanding of the human
aspects of police professionalism.

The issue of vulnerability
‘Police work is people work’ is a phrase that has come up often in the
conversations that we have had. Why is it, then, that concerns continue
to be expressed over the human aspects of policing, as if this were a
neglected issue? It seems that this is a tricky subject – something that
people tend to skirt around and avoid discussing directly. Essentially,
it is about vulnerability, because resilience implies vulnerability (Smit,
2012). An invulnerable person would not need to be resilient. And yet
people seem to prefer to talk about the opposite – about strength and
power, as illustrated by the statements of the police officer and the chief
commissioner that we just saw. In-depth interviews have revealed a
fundamental anxiety about vulnerability. Nobody denies that psychological damage and problems can occur during the course of police
work, but there is a tendency to try to put a lid on these issues. As long
as you have a resilient character or you practice hard enough, nothing
should go wrong. The subtle boundary between prevention (certainty)
and suppression (in which case a certain risk remains) is anything but
subtle at the emotional level, involving an uncomfortable loss of control. ‘Fear is the most underestimated emotion in police work,’ one senior officer said during an interview.
The poem at the beginning of the introduction is a fusion of various
themes that police officers raised – experiences that have affected them
and that they find it hard to shake off, and the problems that this can
cause, as well as the adventure and excitement that form part of the
basic appeal of police work. This contrast between the positive (adventure) and the negative (stress) comes together in the term ‘lure’: on the
one hand, there is the draw of adventure; on the other hand, there are
the ‘inexplicable physical symptoms’. This contrast, and the confusion
that it can sometimes provoke, is also a common thread in the exploration that we embarked on when we conducted our range of studies.
This exploration ran in parallel with a shift that took shape in the political and administrative arena, and that was also played out in the media.
In 2011, a report entitled The Price You Pay (Andersson Elffers Felix,
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2011) was published by the AEF consultancy bureau and fuelled this
debate still further. The theme of resilience brought together a number
of key actors: the Ministry of Security and Justice, the police unions and
police managers. At that time, there was no national police force. The
President of the Council of Chief Commissioners integrated resilience
into its portfolio and formed a steering group that included all these
parties, including the police works council. The Professional Resilience
Improvement Programme formally got underway at the end of 2011.

An emerging field of research3
Initially, the distinction that was made was between the physical, mental and moral dimensions of resilience. The research report entitled
Secure Policing, published in 2011, showed that the physical and mental fitness of police staff was not always up to scratch (Van der Torre
et al., 2011). There was an ‘operational imbalance’: relational aspects
(‘the mouth as the best weapon’) sometimes undermine the normative aspects of police work (intervention and perseverance). Fully onequarter of police officers stated that there were times when they did
not intervene even though they felt that the situation required this.
Team work was found to be a particular point of concern: there was
too little emphasis on practising and training in groups, which was
undermining self-confidence and trust between colleagues. The study
also showed that the physical and mental aspects of resilience were particularly relevant to the standard of police work, irrespective of data on
absenteeism and drop-out rates. Resilience is a part of professionalism.
If we neglect resilience, this will lead primarily to problems with the
quality of the work done by the police, even though it will only lead to
actual psycho-social problems in a small number of cases. Therefore,
if we place too much emphasis on psychological issues, we miss the
central importance of resilience as a concept.

A set of coherent research questions
Our original research questions, which related to the importance of
vitality and knowledge of human processes in police work, did not lead
directly to answers that were easily comprehensible. In fact, they simply
3

This section contains an adapted version of texts from Research Agenda: Professional
Resilience (Smit, 2013).
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led us to a series of new and more detailed questions. The launch of
the Resilience Programme meant that it was possible to bring together
these various questions into a coherent and comprehensive research
agenda. This, in turn, allowed us to develop a better understanding
of some of the fundamental aspects of resilience. At that point, we did
not yet know exactly what we were dealing with: what do we actually
mean by resilience? And what is it related to? The existing international
literature was not enough to answer these questions: resilience had
often not been developed beyond an abstract, theoretical construct that
was not applied specifically to police personnel, and had produced no
concrete action points that could be implemented in the professional
context. Trauma, rather than professionalism, was the central theme.
Developing a set of coherent research questions marked the start of
a period of intensive work that involved many different researchers:
police officers, technical experts and scientists – from both inside and
outside the police organization (Smit, 2013).
The research agenda of the Resilience Programme was given official
status and placed under the responsibility of the Police Academy.
Although the focus was initially on the identification of problems (e.g.
the report The Price You Pay, 2011) and then on diagnosis (e.g. the report
PTSD in the Police – A Better Picture by Smit et al., 2013), theoretically
oriented and evaluative research was also included from the outset (e.g.
the report Evaluating Mental Strength Training by Van der Velden et al.,
2014). During the research process, it became increasingly clear that
little was known about resilience in practice in the police force. Work
began on understanding the concept of resilience in the context of
police work, how to measure resilience, building up a better picture of
resilience in the police and understanding the effects of interventions
that had already begun.
The distinction between the physical, mental and moral aspects of
resilience developed during the first two years of the programme and
led to a three-dimensional perspective, with each of these dimensions
in constant interplay with the others. All these processes occur simultaneously, and it is the particular angle chosen that will determine which
dimension appears as the most prominent. The theory was certainly
useful for professional practice but the opposite was even more true:
by examining actual case histories, the often abstract concepts began
to take on a more tangible meaning founded on reality. We were able to
use case studies to approach different areas of science. We began with
physiological and psychological constructs and models. Very quickly, it
became clear that certain important issues remained out of reach. Then
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there came a deeper process exploration that involved personal identity,
motivations and values. This exploration also touched on psychological
aspects through the interpretation of the concept of meaningful control.
It also became clear that not only Western schools of thought, but also
Eastern traditions could provide an interesting perspective and complement our overall approach.

The interaction between practice and theory
Over time, theory that is coloured by practice can foster new professional approaches, and this led to a shift from the perspective of the individual to the collective. Essential issues that have been studied using
real-life case studies within the Resilience Programme often involve
a group rather than a single individual. Collective issues are essential
and can have a major impact, including on individual processes. So
mutual support between colleagues – or its opposite, the absence of
trust – is often an important resource (or obstacle, as the case may be).
At the same time, these collective issues are frequently overlooked or
underestimated in practice. ‘The problem’ is often initially interpreted
completely differently (e.g. it is assumed that problems relate to individual vulnerability in the face of traumatic incidents).
The Resilience Programme turned its attention to ever more pressing
questions and issues arising from real-life police work. A significant
proportion of our research time was devoted to introductory interviews
that clarified the underlying patterns and dynamics. Fundamental
resilience-related issues often came to the fore as a result of apparently
simple exercises (e.g. providing support at a special debriefing session
following a traumatic incident). Each time, the challenge was to explore
what was going on and which knowledge was needed to take the issue
a step further. Tailored advice was approached in a systematic fashion and the latest research findings were incorporated. A wide range of
case studies was produced – from stress management while tackling
a travellers’ encampment to evaluating a support project set up by district management following a traumatic incident. These case studies
produced insights that affected both conceptual development and our
research agenda. Some of the advice involved a supervision process,
and this would sometimes be combined with various interventions in
different phases. This enhanced the quality of the advice that was provided, as well as making the work for the researchers and consultants
involved more intensive.
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Combining different fields of science
The different fields of science involved (physiology, psychology, philosophy, sociology) take very different approaches. It makes a significant
difference whether the focus is on an individual police officer, a team,
or a system. In practice, it was easy to see that one level could have hidden and undesirable effects on another level. This served to undermine
many of the interventions. For example, a Mental Strength training
course can never address issues that result from a long-term excessive
work load: if you have a small group of people working irregular shift
patterns and constantly running from one incident to the next without enough time to recover, they are going to suffer no matter how
much they work on developing their mental strength. In fact, it is even
conceivable that after investing in people at the individual level, the
organization may end up demanding too much from them. After all,
they are supposed to be resilient now. There are potential health risks
implicit in this regard. In short, a comprehensive view of resilience was
required – one in which the whole system was taken into account, a system made up of teams and individuals, each with their own processes
and impacts. This made our research challenging, not only from the
practical perspective, but also from a scientific point of view.
By early 2013, the ‘physical dimension’ of resilience had been developed
reasonably well and the ‘mental dimension’ was coming into sharper
focus. The biggest challenge that remained was the ‘moral dimension’
of resilience, although the word ‘moral’ does not really do justice to
this dimension. This became obvious during sessions and meetings
with police personnel, where the narrow sense of the word ‘moral’ was
revealed, along with the strongly normative beliefs that can stand in
the way of an open exploration of this dimension. Moral values play
an important role in interpreting the word ‘meaningful’ in the phrase
meaningful control. But identity and motivations are just as important,
as well as all the patterns and blind spots (of which people may be
unconscious) that can also sometimes stand in our way. These obstacles
were often brought into sharp relief during team work and cooperation.
From our meetings, we found that the term ‘attribution of meaning’
or giving meaning seemed to provide more freedom within which to
delve more deeply into layers of meaning, motivation and obstacles or
weak spots. Several different studies got underway involving the moral
dimension and the attribution of deeper meaning and significance to
police work. At the same time, this aspect of the moral dimension was
explored more consciously by the team members of the Resilience Programme, starting with the managers of the programme. This aspect
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of research was also approached systematically. This involved experimenting with various methods that seemed to have potential as useful techniques – from open listening to team coaching, and from tools
from the Mental Strength training to forms of meditation. This process
was anything but simple: it involved a highly personal and yet collective
process of development and it was demanding and time-consuming.
The research during the last part of the Resilience Programme was
principally based on applied research into the effect of resilience in
groups. The focus of the investigation has therefore widened from the
individual police officer to the police team and managers – and from
the physical-mental dimension to moral and philosophical issues.

Different types of research
Looking at the entire research period (20104-2015), the whole process
can be roughly divided into three phases. The first phase focused on
detection and diagnosis: is resilience an issue and which underlying
factors affect it the most? This phase was characterized by a degree
of critical distance: the experiences and stories of police officers and
experts were vital, but they were not translated into research questions
on a literal one-to-one basis. The emphasis was on elucidating the problem in terms of quantitative research (although it was obviously not
limited to this alone). Practitioners were mainly involved in processing
the research results. Phase two involved an increasing degree of interpretation (e.g. which factors need to be explored on behalf of managers
who wish to strengthen resilience within their teams?). The connection
with people working in the field became stronger as their input was
used directly, both to formulate questions and to carry out research
work. Police officers participated regularly and actively by means of thesis research at the end of a study programme. Phase three involved a
range of simultaneous processes and multiple perspectives. The first
conceptual model of resilience was developed, which included several
different dimensions. Practitioners became more actively involved in
formulating research questions – particularly qualitative studies that
also involved intervention.
Particularly during stage three, in the course of which the research
began to involve intervention, the processes of the researcher played a
4

We have taken 2010 as the start date, rather than 2011 (the year in which the Resilience
Programme was officially launched), because systematic research into resilience had
already begun then.
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major role. The strength of the research (in terms of depth and clarity)
is related to the degree to which the researcher manages to develop an
increased awareness of his or her own personal motivations, and to
see these in the light of his or her research work. Or as Senge and colleagues (2004) put it: ‘The success of an intervention depends on the inner
condition of the intervener.’ Intervention-oriented research that is based
on multiple perspectives therefore requires a diversified perspective
on the part of the researcher him-/herself. In parallel to the scientific
research that was carried out, the researchers (and other team members from the Resilience Programme) also underwent a personal and
collective process of exploration in relation to the theme of resilience.
Table 1

The research programme into professional resilience,
divided into the three phases (taken from Smit, 2013)
Type of question

Type of research Form

Role of the
researcher

Phase I

What is the nature
of the problem
and what are the
most important
aspects that
underlie it?

Emphasis on
quantitative
research: identification and
diagnosis

Analysis

Critical
distance

Phase II

How can we start Quantitative
to effect changes? and qualitative
research: focus
on change,
evaluative

Analysis and
synthesis

Distance
with greater
involvement

Integration:
multiple
perspectives

Involvement
with distance
(greater selfreflection)

Phase III Which interventions can lead
to meaningful
change, and what
are the effects in
practice?

Qualitative
emphasis:
research as
intervention

After five years, a diverse range of research work has now been completed. Our work has not yielded answers to all our questions, but it
has made things a great deal clearer. For example, it now appears that
the disturbing prospect of (potentially) large-scale absenteeism or an
exodus of police personnel, which was raised in the report entitled The
Price You Pay, needs some nuancing. Since then, research has revealed
that on the one hand the Dutch police force is in relatively good health;
on the other hand we have also discovered that there really are a range
of issues at play. This book seeks to explain this apparent contradiction. We have developed the theme of resilience not only on the basis
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of ‘statistical averages’, but also by placing issues in a much wider and
more nuanced context. This has revealed how essential it is to understand resilience in order to carry out police work successfully, and to
comprehend how far-reaching its effects are. Stories of Resilience, which
complements this book, illustrates this with experiences from real-life
practice.

How to read this book
On the basis of our original distinction between the physical, mental
and moral dimensions, this book explains resilience in terms of three
domains: the body, the mind and the spirit/meaning. Furthermore, the
system that you are looking at also plays a role: it is not only the individual that is investigated, but also the group and the organization as a
whole. The resilience of a collective is not simply the sum of the resilience of all the individuals in that group, however. Other factors also
play a role. Organizational logic (policies, processes et cetera) can have
a major impact on the resilience of an individual within it, in either
a positive or a negative sense. All three of the domains are relevant
to both the individual and the group (e.g. the team) or the organization. For a team, the ‘physical’ domain refers to the material resources
available, the ‘mental’ domain refers to group dynamics and the ‘moral
domain’ refers to team spirit. Taken together, the three domains and
three system levels form a ‘three by three’ arrangement, a nine-level
classification (Smit, 2013) – see the figure below.
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Figure 1
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A nine-level classification for resilience, shown using
icons. From left to right: body/physical (yellow), mind/
mental (purple), spirit/meaning (blue). From top to bottom: individual, group/team, organization

The chapters of this book have been structured on the basis of this classification into three domains. At the same time, each chapter includes
all three levels – the individual level, the group level and the organizational level. There is also one chapter that is devoted entirely to the
subject of group resilience. The titles of the chapters and the icons both
indicate which aspects of resilience are discussed in that particular
chapter or section. The chapters are not numbered. We chose not to
use numbers because there is no particular order in which the chapters need to be read. The order chosen by the authors does not have to
be followed by the reader. Resilience touches on the essence of what it
means to be human, and as such personal exploration is crucial. This
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exploration will be unpredictable to some extent, and it is not possible to dictate how it should take place. Where you begin exploring will
depend on intuitive factors or personal preferences and interests at a
particular moment in time. Below, we provide a brief introduction and
overview of the various chapters in this book.
Focus on the body: in homeostatic equilibrium

Imagine that you could look through your skin to see what is happening in your body. This chapter describes the principal physical aspects
of resilience. What happens to the body when we engage in physical
exercise? How do our cells repair themselves? What role does the brain
play in all this? (This is indicated by the yellow icon on the left.) How
can we apply this knowledge when making practical arrangements
such as scheduling irregular shift patterns? (This is indicated by the
yellow icon on the right.) Read about the world of cells, exertion and
rest, and about the transition from the physical realm to the mental
realm in an explanation of the body’s freeze-fight-flight response.
Focus on the mind: maintaining mental control

This chapter is about the mental aspects of resilience. Sometimes cases
are dismissed with the comment: ‘This is purely psychological.’ As if
that meant that the issue were somehow less real. But what do we actually mean by ‘psychological’? And how seriously should we approach
psychological issues? What do we know about the functioning and complexities of the human mind, specifically in the context of police work?
(This is indicated by the purple icon on the left.) What does this mean
in terms of the organization of the police force and the psycho-social

Introduction

27

support that it provides? And how does this work within the Dutch
police? (This is indicated by the purple icon on the right.) In this chapter you can find out more about the human mind, read about how it is
connected to the functioning of the brain, understand more about how
the mental and physical domains are closely interlinked, and discover
how the core concept of control is inseparable from the domain of the
spiritual and the attribution of deeper meaning.
Focus on the spirit: a deeper meaning

This chapter takes you into a different kind of inner world (i.e. not the
biological or psychological one) and reveals how resilience is affected
by the way in which we attribute meaning to our lives. Attention and
awareness are the key within this dimension: what makes control meaningful? What drives people and which values are associated with this?
(This is indicated by the blue icon on the left.) Discover how this inner
world is connected with the ‘outside’, and which obstacles can stand in
the way of this connection. You can read about the experiences of three
executives who explore how cooperation is critical and what can lead to
failures in this cooperation. (Middle icon). And what do these findings
imply for the police as an organization? (Icon on the right).
Resilience: three domains connected

Although resilience cannot be fully captured in one overarching analytical model, breaking it down into its principal aspects can help to
understand the concept better. Within these three domains (body,
mind, spirit), different models are used in the corresponding chapters
of this book in order to interpret our findings. This chapter provides
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a broad outline of these three areas and describes the way in which
they overlap and connect. You can also read about the researcher’s own
struggle with this process. The three domains are interlinked, but do
not expect a fool-proof method for unlocking the complete ‘truth’ about
resilience. There is much about this subject that remains elusive and
intuitive.
Group resilience: collective connectedness

A group of highly skilled people with a good level of basic fitness does
not automatically constitute a resilient group. Why is that? What does
group resilience actually mean? Read about which factors play an
important role when taking on challenges together under unpredictable circumstances. (This is indicated by the blue icon on the left.) How
can you recognize a resilient group? (The yellow icon in the middle).
And you can read about the different aspects that can help during training and exercises, and make the connection with the psychological
dimension. (Purple icon.)
Outcomes
We are now in a position to say, in broad terms, what we have achieved
after five years of research. What are the outcomes in terms of results
and insights for professional policing practice? We will discuss the different perspectives that have been discussed in the preceding chapters
– current social issues, people and the profession. The main focus of
future research is briefly described, and finally there is a list of the
publications that have emanated from the research agenda of the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme.
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Sources and partnerships
All the sources used in the text are included in a list of references at
the end of this book. Before the reference section, the chapter on
Outcomes includes the publications that have emanated from the
research agenda of the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme. For certain themes, this agenda is linked to the research
agenda of the WODC (see below). All the research completed as
part of the Resilience Programme has been made possible by those
responsible at the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme
(the Ministry of Security and Justice, the police unions and the
national police) and conducted in collaboration with various parties
inside and outside the police. Where the research was directed and/
or implemented within the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme, this was done under the auspices of the Police Academy.
The partners from outside the police are:
– Hanzehogeschool University of Applied Sciences Groningen,
Knowledge Centre on Labour
– Netherlands Defence Academy: Faculty of Military Sciences
– Radboud University Nijmegen
– Department of Criminal Investigation
– Groningen University Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies
– Arq Foundation, Psychological Trauma Expert Group; includes
knowledge and healthcare partners including the Impact Foundation, the Institute for Psycho-trauma, and the Psycho-trauma
Diagnostic Centre (PDC, of which the Police Clinic is a part)
– TNO (Dutch research institute)
– Tilburg University
– WODC (Research and Documentation Centre of the Ministry of
Security and Justice)
A number of the chapters in this book are introduced with a poem,
some of which were previously published in the anthology Professional Value: Sonnets 2009-2012 (A. Smit), published by the Foundation for Police Appreciation in 2012.
For a PDF version of this book and of Stories of Resilience, please visit
www.politieacademie.nl/weerbaarheidonderzocht.

Focus on the body: in homeostatic equilibrium
On exertion, rest and recovery

The alarm goes off. He quickly turns it off. No need to wake up the whole
house, it’s much too early for that. One more shift and then it’s the weekend.
That’s the good thing about this shift pattern: you can get a lot of hours done
in fewer days. Then you have more free time left at the end. It’s a shame
they don’t use this shift pattern any more. It’s only by swapping shifts with
colleagues that you can sometimes do it this way. Take a quick shower and
get dressed – very quietly. It’s difficult for him and his girlfriend to get enough
sleep these days, with two little ones.
At the office he greets a few colleagues, some of them just off the night shift.
Not much happened during the night, they tell him. Sounds like they have
been pretty bored. Always difficult to stay awake on shifts like that. But at five
o’clock there was a serious incident. Domestic violence case, apparently. A guy
was arrested and now he’s in a cell. He put up quite a fight, was charged with
assault but he carried on making trouble even once he was inside the cell. He
assaulted a colleague and it took three of them to restrain him. Fortunately
there were no serious injuries, his colleagues are all fine, and the arrested man
is also okay. One of those involved is now frantically typing away, cursing and
swearing, trying to get all the details into the system. Another talks about
what happened. He’s still agitated. High on adrenaline – he can recognize the
signs. It reminds him of another incident earlier in the week when he himself
arrested an aggressive man at his home and brought him into the station.
After you’ve had to deal with a situation like that, it’s difficult to switch off
when you get home – especially after a night shift. You’d rather get that kind
of incident a few hours earlier, ideally. Difficult to get some decent sleep after
that sort of thing.
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He watches one of his colleagues putting his sandwiches in the fridge. Oh shit,
forgot to bring mine… Looks like it’ll be chips for lunch today. If he finds the
time this weekend, he’ll go to the gym to make up for it. He opens up his email
and sees that his supervisor has replied to the suggestion he sent a few days
earlier. It was about an important project, working with a local police officer.
He’s really hoping for a positive response, and he can feel his heart pounding
in his throat. Here goes then – let’s see what he says…

Fit and Healthy
A spring roll and chicken with satay sauce
Half a roast chicken too
And I never could resist a bag of chips
With a cheesy snack on the side
Look…! Milkshake straight from the tap!
A portion of fried fish – is one enough?
No, I’ll take two of those please!
My favourite kind of banana? A banana split of course
It makes me a little slow, all that lovely food
But so lovely and warm; my neck
Will be salty with sweat, today
My skin will flake when I depart
And I smell a little strange too…
Oh no, I’m a junk-a-holic!!
translated from a poem by Annika Smit

Focus on the body: in homeostatic equilibrium

35

This chapter is about the physical aspects of resilience and focuses on
the biological processes that take place within the human body. While
mental control is the key concept for the mental domain and meaning is
key for the moral domain, the bodily domain is all about maintaining
physical functionality and recovery.

The meaning of homeostasis
The human body is made up of a vast number of individual cells, each
of which contains tiny structures with specific functions. Each cell
is surrounded by a membrane and the cells work together in groups.
Together they form different types of tissue and, at the next level, the
tissues make up individual organs. Cells (and the tissues and organs
that they make up) have a natural tendency to seek equilibrium. This
happens automatically and is known as homeostasis (Cannon, 1929). The
word homeostasis comes from Greek and its literal meaning is ‘remaining the same’. The human body seeks to keep its internal environment,
inside the body, in a healthy state of equilibrium. However, this occurs
in an environment that is naturally constantly changing. Yet in spite of
these external changes, the body seeks to maintain similar conditions
– temperature, moisture levels and so on. This is important in order for
cells to continue functioning properly (Pocock, Richards & Richards,
2013). Connections within the body facilitate this process: tissues and
organs communicate with each other via the nervous system (by means
of neurotransmitters) and the blood (by means of hormones). This is
the basis for the entire system of the human body, from the beating
of the heart to the functioning of the immune system (Andersson &
Tracey, 2012) and maintaining a steady body weight (Vianna & Coppari,
2011).
The equilibrium of the human body is based on arousal or exertion on
the one hand and rest on the other hand. The autonomous nervous
system5 is actually made up of two systems: the sympathetic nervous
system, which is used during arousal (functions such as sweating,
increased heart rate) and the parasympathetic nervous system which is
involved in resting functions (such as digestion, decreased blood pressure). Of course, food – as the body’s fuel – plays an important role in
this mechanism. The human need to eat and drink is linked to this.
However, this mechanism is far from simple: the body is constantly
5

See, for example, http://www.scholarpedia.org/article/Autonomic_nervous_system.
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seeking to maintain control over many different kinds of equilibrium
simultaneously. For example, eating not only affects our body weight,
but also the level of glucose in the blood. And people do not necessarily always do what they should from a homeostatic point of view. For
example, we often eat things that taste good regardless of whether we
are hungry or not, or we may refrain from eating even though we are
hungry.
‘I see a lot of physical shortcomings: a poor diet and poor physical condition are par for the course. During our training programme we do a
sports test, then we stop making an effort.’ (police officer)

How the human body clock works
The alternation between the states of arousal and rest is not determined purely by the particular circumstances in which we find ourselves at a given moment. The body has certain set patterns: periods
of arousal and periods of rest. In animals that hibernate, we see an
annual rhythm. In humans, our rhythm is based on a daily cycle and is
regulated by our internal body clock. 6 This means that we are physically
active during the day and rest at night. It works automatically, and in
most people this cycle lasts slightly longer than 24 hours (Eastman et
al., 2012). We refer to this as a circadian rhythm – a pattern that lasts
approximately one day. The body goes through this cycle every day, and
homeostasis is also timed according to this rhythm (Buijs et al., 2003).
The cycle is affected by external factors that serve as cues to the body,
also known as ‘Zeitgebers’ (from the German word for time indicators).
Daylight is a very important Zeitgeber, but our daily routine is another
(for example the time at which we are at work, meal times, etc.).

Recovery during sleep
Homeostatic equilibrium means that periods of activity or exertion are
balanced by periods of rest. While we are resting, our heart rate slows
and we can digest the food that we have eaten, for example. However,
6

The human biological clock is steered by the nucleus suprachiasmaticus of the hypothalamus in the brain, and also entails peripheral parts (outside of the central nervous system)
of the liver, pancreas and the intestines (Stenvers et al., 2012).
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recovery requires more than just rest. Sleep is also essential for recovery
(Luyster et al., 2012), partly because it is during sleep that growth hormones are released (Morris, Aesbach & Scheer, 2012). Without sleep,
our bodies could no longer function at the physiological level (PorkkaHeiskanen, 2013), and that also applies to muscle cells (Dattilo et al.,
2001). Sleep also has a direct influence on homeostatic equilibrium
(Genzel et al., 2013). In humans, sleep can be divided into light sleep
(stages 1 and 2), deep sleep (stages 3 and 4) and REM sleep (REM stands
for Rapid Eye Movement: during this type of sleep, the eyes move from
side to side). These five stages of sleep alternate in cycles of about
90 minutes. During the night, we will typically go through five or
six such cycles, with the periods of REM sleep increasing towards the
end of the night (DeKeyser Ganz, 2012). The quality of sleep is usually
worse when we work night shifts (Åkerstedt, 2003); this is because we
are reversing our body’s built-in biological clock. Disrupting the circadian rhythm, which is what we do when we work a night shift, has
a significant physiological effect, both on the rhythm of the biological clock and on underlying mechanisms such as metabolism (Buxton
et al., 2012) and the immune system (DeKeyser Ganz, 2012).

Disruptions to the homeostatic balance
The balance between arousal and rest is achieved through complex
interaction between a series of similarly complex systems and the
resulting physical balance is a delicate one. This balance is frequently
disrupted. One example of a disruptive factor that occurs quite frequently is, as mentioned above, working irregular shift patterns, particularly night shifts. Being awake when our body is naturally expecting
to be asleep, and vice versa, upsets the balance between arousal and rest
and also affects our daily rhythm. It affects our biological clock, meaning that our homeostatic equilibrium is also affected. What’s more,
the quality of sleep decreases when the circadian rhythm is reversed
(IWH, 2010; Åkerstedt, 2009; Åkerstedt et al., 2003). People vary in
how well they are able to adapt to working night shifts. Some people’s
biological rhythms can cope more easily with the reversal of the daynight cycle than others. But most police officers do experience both
physical and psychological disturbances when they work in a rotating
shift pattern (Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013). Those who are able to
adjust their biological rhythm perform significantly better when they
work a night shift (Budreau, Dumont and Boivin, 2013). We know that
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sleep disorders that impact on health occur regularly in the US police
(Rajaratnam, 2012).
Night shifts can also significantly disrupt the body’s balance and an
unhealthy diet adds to this pressure (Stenvers et al., 2012). Furthermore, a lack of physical activity (lacking the drive to be physically active)
or lack of sleep and rest are also often part of an unhealthy lifestyle. Factors such as eating the right food, doing enough physical activity, and
sleeping and resting properly are important all the time, of course, but
if people are working night shifts they are even more important. During those times, an unhealthy lifestyle will be yet another burden for
our body and will place our bodily equilibrium under even more stress.
This means that people who are working a stint of night shifts often
do not feel at their best and may even feel rather unwell. Their performance suffers as a result (Gordijn, 2012).

The implications of these insights (team and organizational levels)
Police personnel have to work night shifts, and little can be done to
change this. However, shift patterns can be adjusted to minimize the
adverse effects. Any organization in which staff are required to work at
night can make a real difference by implementing certain measures.
Certain interventions have proven to be effective in practice (Bambra
et al., 2008). Gordijn (2012) makes the following recommendations for
the Dutch police force in her research report:
1. Create a shift pattern that changes in the same direction as the
clock (i.e. move from early shifts, to late shifts, to night shifts).
2. Avoid short recovery periods between shifts (e.g. no early shift after
a late shift, no early shift on the first day after a night shift).
3. Limit the number of consecutive night shifts to a maximum of two
to three.
4. Do not start early shifts too early (this reduces sleep deprivation
among those working the early shift).
5. Allow for flexibility and individual preferences on the part of the
employee.
6. Ensure that recovery days are well distributed.
7. Educate employees about the importance of sleep hygiene.
8. Give employees the chance to take a nap during night shift, or
advise them to get a maximum of two hours sleep before starting a
night shift.
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9. Caffeine can help some people to stay alert, especially when used
to prevent sleepiness (rather than to combat it once the effects have
started to manifest themselves).
Although some of the recommendations above (such as 1 and 3) have
already been put in place, the rules are not always adhered to in practice. As demonstrated in the example on the introductory page of this
chapter, shifts that move against the direction of the clock are often
more popular, because they make it possible to work a large number
of hours in a small number of days. This means that at the end of the
shift pattern you have more free hours left over. However, in addition
to the excessively short recovery times that this involves, shift patterns
that go against the clock also work against the body’s internal biological
clock. Our body clock is based on a period of around 24 hours, after all.
A shift pattern that moves with the clock is physiologically healthier,
because it is better aligned with the body clock cycle that lasts slightly
more than 24 hours. A shift pattern that changes against the clock will
have the same effect as jet lag (Eastman et al., 2012).
Apart from shift patterns, the adverse effects of night shifts can also
be reduced in other ways. For example, it may help to take a short nap
at quiet moments when fatigue sets in (known as power napping). It is
important that such a nap does not exceed 20 minutes, however. This
kind of napping can reduce sleepiness and extreme tiredness during
night shifts (Åkerstedt et al., 2009), as has also been demonstrated in
the Dutch police (Gordijn, 2012). A balanced diet can also significantly
improve the body’s equilibrium (Lowden et al., 2010). Under normal
circumstances we do not eat at night; heavy food and greasy snacks (i.e.
eating a large amount, or foods that are high in carbohydrates and fat)
place an extra burden on the body’s physical balance when working a
night shift (Stenvers et al., 2012).

Physical activity and performance
Resilience implies proper functioning and therefore it is also tied in
with performance at work. So how is performance related to physical
activity? How can we ensure that we are in the best possible condition
to perform at our best? It is generally assumed that this depends on
the task that we are working on, and reference is often made to the
famous Yerkes-Dodson law: a curvilinear relationship which resembles
an inverted U-shape (see Figure 2). The more active you are, the
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Performance

better you perform – up to a point. If the level of activity continues to
increase beyond that point, performance will begin to decrease. The
point at which performance deteriorates is said to occur even sooner
when increased activity is combined with high stress levels. Although
many volumes have been written on the subject of performance that
are predicated on this law, extensive research carried out by NASA
shows that there is in fact no empirical evidence to support this. The
assumptions described are based on research results dating from the
early twentieth century that were misinterpreted, and that were derived
using inaccurate instruments (Staal, 2004). Yerkes and Dodson did
not recreate arousal in their experiments, and possibly no stress either.
Moreover, they never even claimed to have done so. Another fundamental weakness of the Yerkes-Dodson law is that they did not experiment using human subjects, but by administering electric shocks to
rats. Since Yerkes and Dodson, no researchers have ever been able to
demonstrate the validity of the famous inverted U curve in the relationship between arousal levels and performance (Staal, 2004).

low

medium

high

Arousal

Figure 2

Yerkes-Dodson law: the curvilinear relationship between
arousal and performance (http://wikiofscience.wikidot.
com/quasiscience:yerkes-dodson-law)

To put it simply, the relationship between activity and performance
is not a simple one to explain or capture using theoretical models.
There is certainly no scientific consensus on how emotions, arousal or
energy relate to performance and vice versa. What has been shown very
convincingly (Renden, 2015a and 2015b; Landman, Nieuwenhuys &
Oudejans, 2015; Nieuwenhuys & Oudejans, 2011) is that there is such a
link in police work, and this can be illustrated by the freeze-fight-flight

Focus on the body: in homeostatic equilibrium

41

response: a reflex response that occurs in the body in the face of a significant threat.

Freeze-fight-flight: bridge between the physical and the mental
realms
The alternation between arousal and rest, which is regulated by the
sympathetic and parasympathetic parts of the nervous system, forms
the basis of all bodily functions and therefore also of performance. It
is essential to maintain homeostatic equilibrium, otherwise known
as physiological balance. Situations involving threat have a very direct
effect on the functioning of the nervous system. When a threat is perceived, the nervous system instantly triggers a response known as the
‘freeze-fight-flight’ (or FFF) response. This is a reflex, and not something that we have any conscious control over. People do not necessarily
have to be confronted with a lion or an armed robber for this response
to be triggered – the situation may not even be life-threatening. Less
threatening social situations can also trigger an FFF response (Roelofs,
Hagenaar & Stins, 2010). The first part of the response is to freeze
(Walker & Carrive, 2003; Lang, Davis & Öhman, 2000). The heart rate
decreases as the body focuses on the perceived threat in order to assess
the level of risk. This lasts no more than a few seconds at most. If the
threat is significant, a large amount of energy is released very rapidly as
the body prepares to fight or flight (Blanchard, Blanchard & Rodgers,
1991). During this phase, the heart rate accelerates rapidly and the
immune system is turned off. Hormones such as cortisol are released
in large quantities. Sometimes, instead of fighting or fleeing, the freeze
response may become prolonged: someone may simply become rooted
to the spot, as if transfixed, unable to move or to take decisions (Leach,
2004). It is as if they are stuck in the freeze stage.
During the FFF response, all the body’s systems become focused on the
perceived external threat. The senses function differently, because the
brain switches from rational thinking mode to experiential thinking
mode. This means that it is often not possible to piece together a chronologically coherent recollection of the perceived threat (for a description
of this phenomenon when using firearms, see Smit et al., 2015 and in
Stories of Resilience, the story of Peter Stienen). It is only when the threat
has passed and the person involved believes that he or she is safe again
that the parasympathetic part of the nervous system can be restarted to
restore the body’s balance. This can take some time, and among police
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personnel, that balance may often not have been recovered by the end of
a shift (Anderson, Litzenberger & Plecas, 2002). Chronic overstimulation of the sympathetic nervous system has an adverse effect on human
health and literally makes us ill (Marin et al., 2011; Juster, McEwen &
Lupien, 2010), partly because of its adverse effects on the immune system (Segerstrom & Miller, 2004; Padget & Glaser, 2003).
The FFF reaction is essentially a physiological response: the central
nervous system is responsible for this response and no conscious
decision is involved. At the same time, hormonal and other chemical
reactions are set in motion, and these have a direct effect on our psychological experience. This involves anxiety and other emotions, but
also the way in which memory works. This clearly illustrates the connection between the physical realm and the psychological realm – they
are impossible to separate in practice: where does the effect of cortisol end, and the experience of fear begin? They are one and the same
thing. In order to understand the specific mechanisms of the different
dimensions, however, they have been separated in the early chapters of
this book. The next chapter will deal with the transition to the mental
aspects of resilience.
Research into the FFF response among police recruits
Although the FFF response is not subject to human will power, it can
be harnessed – by training (as realistically as possible!) for example. If
you practise enough, some responses can become automatic and will
thus become subconscious, ingrained patterns of behaviour. The FFF
response is currently the subject of a five-year research programme
involving police recruits, which is being carried out in collaboration with
Radboud University Nijmegen. The study involves looking at whether
FFF profiles can be used to predict the development of anxiety or
stress-related symptoms. The long-term aim is to provide more personalized training – for example on the shooting range. People who have
a tendency to freeze longer, or fight or flee more quickly, might benefit
from specified training. The study makes a specific connection between
the physical domain (the biological activity of the nervous system) and
the mental domain (emotional and psychological reactions).
For a fascinating explanation of this (in Dutch), visit: http://www.
npowetenschap.nl/site/media/De-Kennis-van-Nu/VPWON_1235195
(starting 14:14).
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Remaining questions
With respect to physical equilibrium, a great deal of research has been
carried out into how to achieve a healthy balance. The remaining questions primarily relate to the practical application of this knowledge.
What are the practical effects on performance at work of interventions
that are designed to enhance recovery? What happens in practice when,
for example, shift patterns are modified to incorporate the recommendations made in the literature (duration, the direction in which they
change, scope for choosing one’s own shift patterns)? How does this
work at the team level and what issues have been experienced? What
are the effects of personalized health programmes that take the physical balance into account (such as Fit@NP7)?

7

The aim of Fit@NP is to create a safety net for personnel whose levels of physical and/or
mental fitness are inadequate for the work that they do. Personnel can receive advice on
nutrition and diet, mental strength and exercise. The safety net of the programme serves
both a preventive and a curative function.

Focus on the mind: maintaining mental control
On the interplay between stress factors and resources

What they really need to do is meet to discuss and reflect on that traumatic case
together. But how? After all, you don’t want to add to the stress, that’s the last
thing we need. He can already hear the reaction of his colleagues, the managers
of the local force: ‘There’s no time to evaluate and reflect on every case.’ There
have already been two similar cases since then, does he realize that? In any case,
it turned out pretty well in the end – he can still feel the thrill of the moment they
finally arrested the suspect. And the pride he felt in his men and women… They
are much too busy to spend time thinking about this. There are already two more
major investigations up and running. And there are problems with the teams
that keep an eye on the streets around bars and restaurants – they’re short-staffed
too. So the group is getting smaller and smaller. Add in the fact that it’s the holiday period, and staffing is becoming quite a challenge. He is starting to worry
about the strain of the heavy workload on his people – many of them are still
young. They’re already moaning and groaning about the short recovery times. Or
are they just less hardened to it today than they were in his day? Back then they
just used to get on with it, nose to the grindstone. In any case, he can’t see any way
of resolving this problem now.
First he’s got two meetings to get through. Plus a meeting with his boss. He’s
dreading that one. There’s a lot of pressure on him because of the disappointing
figures with regard to burglaries. He’s feeling the strain. ‘Can I talk to you for a
moment?’ one of his men asks as they pass each other in the corridor. ‘I’ll have
a moment tomorrow,’ he answers. ‘Is that okay?’ He’s in a hurry right now and
he’s doesn’t stop walking. He still wants to go through a pile of e-mail messages.
He’s had to put a lot of things on hold this week. One of his men has sent him a
proposal on how to handle potential problems in a fairly quiet neighbourhood,
which he wants to tackle with a local police officer. It’s a tricky one, because with
the focus now on burglaries, it’s going to be hard to sell the idea to his own bosses.
He hasn’t replied yet. ‘I’d rather talk now,’ he hears the other man say, hesitantly.
Something in his voice makes him change his mind. ‘Okay, well, if you can walk
with me now, then,’ he answers. He’ll just have to stay late to finish those emails.

When the stress builds
Not super heroes, steel heroes
who take risk in their stride, as if it were a sport
when things get tense
there are those who step up
even though they might fail themselves for a moment
the laws that apply here are so different
Stripes do not deceive, but show their sleeves
Adventure that comes crashing down around your ears
changes excitement into mortal danger
the threat closing in around you gradually
but discerned in human gestures
is the emergency of evil – you become aware
of the power of the cold in the depths of Pandora
but still: you stay true to your mission
Translated from a poem by Annika Smit
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The body and the mind are, of course, impossible to separate and also
this applies in the field of resilience, where the connection between
them has been conclusively established (see for example Southwick,
Vythilingam & Charney, 2005). This chapter will look at the mental
or psychological aspects of resilience in as focused a way as possible,
however, in order to bring this dimension into sharper focus. While the
body is continually working to recover and maintain its internal physiological balance, the mind seeks to cope and maintain control – mental equilibrium. This equilibrium can be undermined by a range of
situations, however: the discovery of a decomposing corpse, having
to give someone bad news about a loved one, disagreements within a
team, personal circumstances such as moving house or going through
a divorce… This chapter focuses on these types of factors and the processes associated with them.

Maintaining mental control
The mind concerns our ‘inner life’ – our thoughts, our feelings and our
will – and therefore also the way in which we conduct ourselves, because
the things we think, feel and want naturally all have an effect on how
we behave. Our inner life and behaviour do not exist in a vacuum and
are influenced by a many external factors that we may have no control
over. Just like the cells of our body, and the tissues and organs that
they make up, the mind also seeks balance in the form of ‘control’. All
of us try, to some extent, to exert an influence over our environment.
There is a great deal of research that shows that people are capable of
withstanding very challenging circumstances, provided that they have
some degree of control. However, this control must be meaningful in
some way (Reich, Zautra & Hall, 2010). Finding a meaningful form
of control is a key concept in mental resilience. We will now present
a more detailed description of the concept of control in the context of
stress factors. For a more detailed exploration of the word ‘meaningful’,
please refer to the chapter on the soul, which focuses on the attribution
of deeper meaning.

Common disruptors or stress factors
We are all subject to continual challenges in a psychological or mental
sense – disruptors are constantly present and this means that we have

48

Resilience investigated

to take action in order to retain a sense of control. These disruptors may
be very simple, such as wearing an itchy sweater that irritates the skin.
They can also be much more complex, such as the frustrating effect of
discordant communication between people. In scientific jargon, these
disruptors are known as stressors. In police work, certain disruptors or
stressors crop up time and again, and are more or less part of the job.
Generally speaking, the stress factors that occur less frequently and are
the result of intensely stressful or traumatic incidents have a greater
impact than those that occur more frequently (Chopko, Palmieri &
Adams, 2015), perhaps because of their unexpected or unpredictable
nature. One notable stress factor in police work is the occurrence of
threatening – or even life-threatening – situations. This is a significant factor in the development of trauma symptoms. Police personnel
who report to the Psycho-Diagnostic Centre at the Amsterdam Medical
Centre with trauma symptoms and have been involved in a lifethreatening situation are more often diagnosed with PTSD than those
who have not experienced a life-threatening situation (Smit et al., 2013).
According to two recent studies, threatening or violent situations occur
with some regularity in the course of police work (Van der Torre et al.,
2014; Van der Torre, Gieling & Bruinsma, 2013). Some 32.8% of Dutch
police personnel say that they have been involved in situations in which
civilians used violence in the previous year. Three offender profiles are
involved in these situations the most frequently: professional criminals, juvenile offenders and repeat offenders. Such events can represent a considerable psychological burden, and this will be particularly
significant in the following cases: if the violence or threat is particularly
nearby, such as when it involves someone that the individual knows
well or takes place in close physical proximity; if it is systematic; and
if the police officer actually expects the threats to be carried out. These
forms of violence also have an impact on colleagues, who realize that
they could equally well have been caught up in a similarly threatening
situation. The study carried out in 2013, to which we referred previously, also shows that the real impact of threatening situations is inextricably linked to the way in which the organization responds. Practical
factors (such as safety) and socio-emotional factors seem to be of equal
importance in this regard.
Police personnel often have to deal with ‘disturbed’ people, i.e. people
with mental health problems (Van der Torre, Gieling & Bruinsma,
2013; for a thorough and up-to-date description of the situation in
Amsterdam, see Kuppens et al., 2015). In addition to situations that
are (life-)threatening, witnessing or being involved in suffering, sorrow
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and cruelty also has a significant impact. These types of stress factors
come into play not only during police patrol work, but also while carrying out investigative work. For example, detectives whose work involves
investigating child pornography (Sollie & Kop, 2015) and family liaison
officers (Bollen et al., 2014) find their work particularly emotionally
demanding, although they do not experience high stress levels as a
result. When these stress factors are combined with internal organizational stress factors (Van der Velden et al., 2013), such as the absence or
loss of support from a superior staff member, situations of vulnerability can come about and issues can arise (Sollie & Kop, 2015).
‘It really gets to me when colleagues who are experiencing difficulties
are removed after they’ve been torn apart by a traumatic incident that
they were involved in. (…) But there are also colleagues who get dragged
under due to internal organizational issues and that’s even worse. (…)
The organization has let me down time and again: I’m good at my job
but there’s no adequate acknowledgement of that. So many things happen in a division like this one. You find out a lot, you hear a lot – and it
can undermine your motivation.’ (investigator)
So, in addition to stress factors that are related to the nature of police
work itself, factors that are linked to the internal organization of the
police also play role, and by this we mean organizational policy and the
effects that it can have on staff, bureaucracy, training, availability and
the effectiveness of systems, and so on (Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli,
2013; Van der Velden et al., 2013; Van der Torre et al., 2011). These internal stressors sometimes seem to have even greater impact than those
that arise from the police work itself (Huddleston, Stephens & Paton,
2007), but they can also aggravate work-related stress factors (Van der
Torre et al., 2014; Maguen et al., 2009). Nevertheless, stress factors
do not automatically lead to stress in all cases. For example, a traumatic event will not always result in (long-term) psychological issues.
In fact, in most cases, any symptoms or disturbances that do occur
often resolve themselves and will fade away in time. The private life of
those involved also plays a major role, of course, as well as the balance
between home life and work life. Among police personnel who experience PTSD, however, issues in their private life rarely constitute the primary cause of trauma; in the majority of cases, work-related incidents
are the primary causal factor (Smit et al., 2013).
Just as the human body has a built-in mechanism for recovery (see the
chapter focusing on the body), the human mind also has its own natural repair mechanism. And the comparison with the body does not end
there. Maintaining physical equilibrium requires sleep, rest, activity and
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healthy nutrition, and the same applies to the natural process of mental
recovery: sleep and rest are required for the mind to process the events
that have occurred and allow them to ‘sink in’. Having time to recover
is essential. Nevertheless, serious problems clearly can arise following a
traumatic incident, even when this natural recovery process is allowed
to run its course. A period of three months is generally thought to be
about sufficient time for the process of natural psychological recovery to
take place, but if psychological symptoms persist for longer than three
months, a referral to professional support should be made (see for example the Directive on Psychosocial Support for Uniformed Personnel: Impact,
2010). In the intervening period, people have a natural tendency to try
to regain control of their own mental well-being for themselves – they
will not generally just sit and wait for the natural recovery process to run
its course. They will usually deploy a range of resources to help this to
happen: they may avoid certain places that they associate with stress, or
they may actively seek out those places; they will talk about the stressful
event with close friends or family, support staff, or their superiors; they
may make sure that they have enough time to exercise, and so on.
‘We have to realize that the things we see and deal with in the course
of our work are not what most people have to see and deal with – and
those things can really knock you for six sometimes. (…) You store it all
away somewhere.’ (officer)
‘Although you’re a police officer, there are times when you are completely
powerless and overwhelmed by the knowledge that there is nothing you
can do to ease the pain. Their life is changed forever after you have
been to visit them. You hide that feeling away somewhere very deep
inside, so that you can get on with your next task as quickly as possible
or attend the next incident that you’re called out to. But the experiences
stay with you, a bit like dormant virus, and when your resistance reaches
low ebb, they will reactivate and really get to you. That’s when they can
really do damage to your body and mind.’ (from: http://www.wep.nu/
politieverhaal-afdeling-fit-en-gezond)
Table 2 provides an overview of the major stress factors and stressful
experiences that often occur during police work8, based on research in
front-line policing and criminal investigation work (using results from
studies by Delahaije, Van Zwieten & Kamphuis, 2015; Sollie & Kop, 2015;
Gouweloos, Lesger & Te Brake, 2014; Van der Torre et al., 2014; Smit
8

Also see the stories of Peter Stienen, Johan Severs and Jos Hermans in ‘Stories of
Resilience’.
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et al., 2013; Van Beek, et al., 2013; Van der Torre, Gieling & Bruinsma,
2013).
Table 2

Experiences that occur frequently in police work and that can
be a cause of stress: front-line policing and criminal investigation work. Categorized according to stress factors arising
from the specific nature of police work, the way in which
work is organized, and the context in which work is done

Type of experience

Stress factor

Additional details

Threatening or
life-threatening
situation (police
work)

Threat posed by a person
or group

Particularly when the
threat is nearby, systematic, or realistic; also mentally disturbed individuals

Physical violence

For example violent
arrests, large-scale escalation, assault

Immediate mortal danger

For example situations
involving firearms or other
weapons, fires or explosions, risky pursuits, serious road traffic accidents

Confrontation or
Extreme suffering or
shock (police work) bereavement

Organization

Extra stress when this
involves children

Horrific incidents

For example the discovery
of a (decomposing) corpse

Loss of colleague(s)

Extra stress factor: suicide

Conflicts with management
or organization
Continuous back-log of
work
Disputes with public prosecutor and criminal law
Involvement of media or
social media
Uncertainty about the
future
Difficulties working with
colleagues
Pressure of work
Changing shift patterns

Context

Issues or problems in private life
Unhealthy balance between
work and home life

Specifically with regard to
reorganization
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A model of mental resilience
We can simplify the mental response to challenges and disruptors
by saying that there is an interplay between the stress factors on the
one hand and the resources available to help people cope with these
on the other hand (Delahaij, Binsch & Kamphuis, 2012). Stress factors do not automatically lead to stress, as has been shown by a study
into mental health among family liaison officers (Bollen et al., 2014).
Having the right resources and facilities in place can reduce the chance
that stress factors will lead to stress. However, the presence of these
resources is not enough on its own – they must also be deployed effectively. Sometimes it is difficult to access a resource, even though it is, in
theory, available. For example, people may not know that the resource is
available, or what it is for: ‘No idea what a Spiritual Counsellor does’ (Van
’t Hoog & Zock, 2014). In some cases, there may be a stigma attached to
a particular form of support: ‘If you need psychological help, you’ve chosen
the wrong profession’ (Slagmolen et al., 2014). Figure 3 represents the
interrelationship between stress factors and resources.
Resources
• Internal: individual
stable: e.g. emotional stability
changeable: e.g. coping style
• External: environment
stable: e.g. Peer Support Team
changeable: e.g. social network
Stress Factors

Outcomes

•
• Internal: work-related (police specific)
stable: e.g. constantly changing working
hours
•
changeable: physical place of work
• External: related to private life
stable: e.g. social or cultural background
changeable: e.g. construction work at home

Figure 3

Positive experiences, e.g. selfconfidence, satisfaction at work
Negative experiences,
e.g. stress, psychological issues

Model for mental resilience (psychological balance): the
interaction between stress factors and resources, and the
relevant outcomes. Based on Zautra et al. (2010); corresponds with the working models of TNO (Delahaij, Binsch
& Kamphuis, 2012)

Both resources and stress factors can be either internal or external.
People may rely on their own coping mechanisms or seek support from
outside. Some stress factors are work-related (internal), while others
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may be related to personal circumstances and private life (external).
A further distinction can be made between factors that are constant
(e.g. personality traits), factors that are dynamic (e.g. a renovation) and
those that can easily be altered (e.g. the layout of an office). An example
of an internal resource that can be changed relatively easily is coping
style: the way that people tend to deal with stress factors (active style) or
alternatively to avoid or ignore these (passive style). Although an individual’s preferred coping style is related to personality traits, which are
of a more permanent nature, coping styles can be learned or re-learned
(Harzer & Ruch, 2015). An active coping style as well as a flexible coping style (which can vary) are resources and it is possible to work on
these and train them. A meeting with someone from the Peer Support
Team is an example of a stable external resource: this is (in principle)
always possible within the immediate environment of a staff member
(organization).
In practice, there are always multiple stress factors and multiple resources at play at any given moment, and these will affect one
another. A statement such as ‘someone who develops a mental health
issue is not suited to police work’ is therefore untenable. To make a
statement like this is to oversimplify a very complex reality. A whole
range of different factors are involved when the outcome of the interplay between stress factors and resources is experienced in a negative
way (e.g. when an individual experiences issues with stress) (Van Beek,
Taris & Schaufeli, 2013). A mere reference to someone’s stable personality traits will be inadequate. Reality is rarely this simple, the stable
personality traits alone are very often not enough to explain things. In
fact, a positive view of the world and experiencing positive social interaction have been shown to play a significant role in protecting some
people from PTSD, but the same study showed that the personality
traits that characterize ‘stability’ have no significant correlation with
PTSD symptoms (Yuan et al., 2011). The complex nature of the interaction between stress factors (both internal and external), resources and
outcomes can be illustrated by looking at the theme of trauma. People
who have suffered some kind of trauma before starting police work are
often seen as especially vulnerable to the sometimes traumatic nature
of the work. And yet, traumatic experiences before joining the police
are actually sometimes associated with better processing of traumatic
experiences while in the police – it seems that having dealt with trauma
in the past can help people to process their emotions better (Burke &
Shakespeare-Finch, 2011). The essential factor is how someone recovers
after a traumatic event, not simply whether a trauma has occurred or
not.
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In other words, the way in which resilience works in practice is complex. At the same time, however, the mechanism underneath is often
oversimplified. This is also clear from a study into drop-out rates
among police recruits (Boeren, 2013): supervisors at the Police Academy and in the police force see a lack of emotional stability in trainees
as by far the most relevant factor with regard to whether they may fail
to finish police training. However, the results of both questionnaires
and interviews show that those who have dropped out see a lack of guidance, particularly from the police force, as the main reason for their
departure. The atmosphere in the team was also cited, with issues
such as bullying, exclusion and intimidation being mentioned. A third
factor appeared to be disappointment: the mismatch between aspirations on the one hand, and the actual structures and mentality of the
workplace on the other. To characterize the results simply in terms of
emotional stability would therefore be to misrepresent them entirely.
Another study into the issue of dropping out among police recruits,
conducted partly among the same group of dropouts, provides an even
more nuanced picture (Boeren, 2012). It is true that those who quit
experienced more stress than those who continued their training, but
this was due to the stress factors associated with ‘organizational roles’,
‘relations with others’, ‘career prospects’ and ‘perceived support from
superiors’. Indeed, those who continued with the training were actually
found to have less healthy coping styles (i.e. styles that are more closely
associated with stress at work) than those who dropped out.

Primary resources
The main resources that emerged in the current studies are summarized in Table 3 (based on results from studies by Delahaije, Van Zwieten
& Kamphuis, 2015; Sollie & Kop, 2015; Gouweloos, Lesger & Te Brake,
2014; Van Beek et al., 2013).
‘After I’ve finished my training, I think I would like to continue writing reflection reports. (…) Writing those reports helps me to process the
things that I have experienced.’ (recruit)
It has been shown that the absence of certain resources constitutes
a burden on employees. This is true for support from superiors, for
example. When support is lacking, this constitutes a considerable burden, leaving police personnel in a vulnerable situation (Sollie & Kop,
2015). The same applies to factors such as lack of autonomy at work,
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lack of sense-making activities, lack of influence over policy, lack of
input into substantive decisions relating to cases and lack of support
facilities. When these resources are lacking, their absence actually
forms a stressor (Delahaije, Van Zwieten & Kamphuis, 2015; Sollie &
Kop, 2015; Gouweloos et al., 2014). It is likely that the same is true of
other resources too (i.e. their absence serves as a stress factor).
‘If a superior officer fails to provide support, you have to fend for yourself.
I used to think – there’s nobody left here to do the job, so I’ll just have to
carry on by myself. They just stand by and leave you to struggle. I would
always avoid getting angry with people and all that, and try to look at
the positive side. But at the time I was really struggling.’ (investigator)
Table 3

Principal resources in police work: front-line policing and
criminal investigation work, categorized according to stress
factors arising from the specific nature of police work, the
way in which work is organized, and the context in which
work is done

Type of
experience

Resource

Police work

Variety of work

Additional details

Autonomy
Doing valuable work

Includes satisfactory
conclusion to work and
feedback on effect and
consequences

Clear tasks
Humour

NB Can also reveal potential issues

Control over own work

Specifically in relation to
stressful tasks (e.g. screening child pornography)

Organization of
Familiarity with colleagues
work (connection)
Cohesion, atmosphere and
support within the team
Recognition, appreciation
and reward

Influence on policy

Specifically from management and the organization,
but also from direct colleagues (except reward)
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Organization of
work (facilities)

Mental support

Including psychological
training (observed in
Criminal Investigation
Division)

Professional development
and training
Functioning (technical)
resources
Context of work

Support in home life

E.g. understanding and support from family members

Resources for personnel
In order to reinforce the mental aspects of resilience in practice, a
number of tools (resources) have been developed in recent years as
part of the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme. These
tools have been specifically tailored to the context of police work in the
Netherlands. A distinction has been made between resources for individual employees and collective resources at the team or organization
level.
The process of improving the quality of police work by developing the
mental aspects of the profession begins by realizing that the mental
aspects of police work are important. Investments were made in a number of facilities or resources to ensure that this area receives more attention. First of all, there is the Mental Strength training, which has been
developed by the Police Academy. The training focuses on those internal resources that can be changed or trained (see the model above, Figure 3). Although the programme frequently focuses on psycho-social
health and well-being, its original focus was on professionalism, i.e.
maintaining performance levels under pressure. It has been found that
although the Mental Strength training did not improve the perceived
psycho-social well-being of police officers who were already healthy, it
did improve the situation of a small group of police officers whose state
of mind was already less positive (Van der Velden et al., 2014). It is
interesting that other researchers have also called for more research
into the effects of psycho-social support for police officers, because limited systematic research has been done in this area (Peñalba, McGuire
& Leite, 2008). The Mental Strength training was not found to have
any major effects on the factors that were measured, although it did
lead to an increase in interpersonal trust among participants; among
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officers who did not participate, no such effect was found (for a detailed
description of effects demonstrated (in Dutch), see Van der Velden et
al., 2014). Research is currently being done into the exact effects of the
resources that the Mental Strength training provides when it comes to
performance under pressure.
Various studies have shown that it is sensible to undergo training in the
mental or psychological aspects of policing – for example, situations
involving violence, both against and on the part of police personnel
in the Netherlands. Mental processes account for the differences in
how violent events are perceived and can be used to predict how they
will be dealt with. Certain attitudes and characteristics are associated
with fewer previous experiences of violence: a positive image of people,
reacting less aggressively and expecting intervention to lead to a positive outcome (Van Reemst, Fischer & Zwirs, 2013). The researchers
that carried out this study concluded that the mental processes of the
individual police officer can reduce the risks associated with violent
experiences and recommended specific training in this area. Other
researchers have shown that maintaining professional performance
under conditions of (mental) pressure is primarily a question of training and can be learned by recreating similar conditions and doing practice exercises (Landman, Nieuwenhuys & Oudejans, 2015). This has
been demonstrated for the use of firearms, as well as for apprehending
suspects and employing self-defence techniques. Motor skills, communication, attitude and proportionality of action all showed improvements due to specific training (Renden, 2015a and 2015b). Interestingly,
this is probably due to the focusing of attention specifically on these
areas (Nieuwenhuys & Oudejans, 2011). This means that factors such
as attentional control, which is one of the pillars of the Mental Strength
training, are all the more important.
Another intervention, called Fit@NP, was launched in the context of
the above findings. This is a customized programme designed to enable police officers to become stronger through an integrated approach
to mental strength, diet and exercise. Additionally, specifically for
employees involved in sexual crimes and child pornography cases, a
self-screening facility was developed in collaboration with the Impact
Foundation. This gives employees the opportunity to receive feedback
about their mental health at any given moment (Gouweloos, Lesger &
Te Brake, 2014). The self-screening facility is currently being tested
and should become available shortly. This facility is linked to another
resource: regular sessions with a psychologist. This may take the form
of a periodic psycho-social assessment, which is often referred to within
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police units as a ‘Mental Check-Up’ (Slagmolen et al., 2014). The use
of the self-screening facility and periodic psycho-social assessments
should, ideally, be combined: the ‘results’ of the self-screening facility
can then be discussed at a session with a professional expert. Although
the self-screening facility and the evaluation of the usefulness of a
‘Mental Check-Up’ focus on those working on cases involving sexual
crimes, the underlying principles are more generally applicable. Studies into resilience among family liaison officers (Bollen et al., 2014) and
detectives investigating child pornography (Sollie & Kop, 2015) have
revealed a clear need for ‘Mental Check-Ups’. The first step in this area
was taken in response to a number of urgent requirements that were
identified following specific questions during the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme9. Currently, work is being carried out
with HRM (policy and implementation) using the expertise of the Arq
Foundation to develop an internal periodic psycho-social assessment
that the police force can manage and implement itself (Gouweloos
et al., 2015). Current assessments have been used to develop quality
standards and function-specific modules designed for those involved
in investigating sexual crimes, child pornography, forensic detective
work, and family liaison officers.

Resources at the collective level (team/organization)
The mental resilience monitor has been developed in order to gain a better understanding of the factors that are important for groups and team
functioning. This focuses on all the stress factors, resources and outcomes that are relevant to police work at the collective level. Employees
complete an assessment questionnaire and the results are fed back to
the manager at the group level (all the answers are anonymous and cannot be traced back to individual team members). A digital dashboard is
used to display all the relevant factors in a manner that is coherent and
easy to read. The idea behind this is to provide support for managers:
it enables them to see at a glance which factors are having a positive or
negative effect within his or her team. Clearly, the interplay between
stress factors and resources is not a simple relationship, and in reality is extremely complex. As mentioned above, a stress factor will not
always lead to stress. Whether it will actually do so depends on whether
one or more resources can be successfully deployed by the individual
affected. Sometimes stress factors, and even the experience of stress
9

These questions were posed by, among others, the National Focus on Sexual Crimes and the
National Programme on Fighting Child Pornography and Child Sex Tourism.
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itself, can lead to positive experiences. When people are able to cope
with difficult situations, especially when this occurs several times, this
can have a positive impact on their self-confidence. The monitor has
now been validated for use in frontline police work (Kamphuis et al.,
2014). Although the majority of stress factors and resources are similar
for both front-line policing and detective work, there are also important
differences between these groups of police personnel. Some of their
tasks are similar, and others are not: unexpected threatening situation
(front-line policing) constitute a stress factor different from interacting with bereaved relatives or the aftermath of tragic events, which are
often part of the work of family liaison officers, for example (Kamphuis,
Delahaij & Venrooij, 2013). The monitor is currently being developed
for use by criminal investigation workers (district detectives and family
liaison officers).
As we discover more about the key factors in resilience for a particular group of personnel, it becomes easier to see where we can intervene to reduce the risk of adverse outcomes and mitigate these risks.
At the same time, negative outcomes (and the perception of negative
outcomes) can never be eliminated entirely. And in reality, this is not
desirable either. Police work will always involve certain challenges (i.e.
the perception of negative outcomes). This is simply part of police work,
no matter how difficult it may be to deal with. Fear, sorrow, shame and
guilt – these are just part of a normal emotional reaction to abnormal
situations. Accepting these feelings is part of being mentally healthy,
and this applies as much to police work as it does to all other areas of
life (Chopko, 2011). Moreover, preventing psychological discomfort or
issues is not necessarily the best thing in all circumstances. Sometimes
people have to experience for themselves how it feels to achieve mental balance at the physical level. Once people have experienced issues
with stress or psychological disturbances, this can help them to understand their own limits in the future, and to ensure that they do not
exceed those limits unnecessarily. On the other hand, it is very unwise
to allow chronic and unnecessary stress factors to persist if they pose
a threat to the mental health of a group of police officers. The monitor
cannot prevent all issues, of course, and can never compensate for an
unpleasant atmosphere at work, or a lack of attention and appreciation
from one’s superiors. However, it can help managers to understand the
stress factors that are occurring and any resources that may be missing,
enabling early intervention with regard to aspects that are not always on
management’s radar.
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Another resource involves specific recommendations on special
debriefing sessions after traumatic or highly stressful incidents. This
recommendation was developed in response to the incident involving
a family in Schalkwijk (Smit & Vogelzang, 2014; see the section on the
Schalkwijk case in the chapter on group resilience for further information). A major point of concern here is not to search actively for emotional
responses during debriefing sessions (or other forms of interaction).
Emotional openness (disclosure) can help: for example, keeping a diary
is sometimes an effective technique, especially when combined with
training in which one learns to relax and focus on breathing deeply
(King et al., 2014). It can also help to know that someone else is also
reading your diary entries (Radcliffe et al., 2007). During debriefing
sessions and other meetings, it is important to allow space for people to express themselves, so that they feel that they can share their
feelings if they wish to do so. Having said this, actively asking people
to express their emotions is not an effective strategy. In other words,
providing support after a stressful incident should involve creating an
open atmosphere, but framing the session as psychological debriefing
should be avoided – that does not have the desired effect and may even
be counterproductive (Sijbrandij et al., 2006). This principle has also
been incorporated into the latest procedural guides (for more details,
see the Guide to effective support after traumatic events: for supervisors and
managers of the Programme for the Safe Execution of Public Duties and
the Directive for uniformed workers of Impact, in Dutch).
‘We deliberately chose to refer to the meetings as “awareness and reflection sessions” rather than evaluation meetings. At each meeting, the
goal of reflection always comes first, rather than evaluating what happened. We wanted to make a clear distinction here. [I] learned that it is
not good to focus on drama and emotion at the meetings (…), and that
the “power of restraint” works well when it comes to debriefing after
traumatic events.’ (district police chief)
‘The goal was to share information and take a moment to pause and
reflect. I wanted to create a space for people to share their stories. The
goal was simply to come together and think about things together,
because we are all constantly busy. Sometimes you have to actively plan
a quiet moment so that you can get together and talk things through.’
(district police chief)
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Outcomes: mental well-being in the police force
A whole range of factors – some specific to police work and some not –
have a role to play in mental resilience. A wide range of stress factors
can come into play, as well as a variety of resources, and the interplay
between these produces a wide diversity of different outcomes. In
the introduction, we explained how the most important findings and
results concern the quality of policing itself; resilience is part of police
professionalism.
A physically fit officer who is able to stay focused on taking meaningful
action and not become distracted by stress factors, for example, will be
better able to reanimate a victim successfully, or to prevent minor disorder from escalating into a major incident. An officer may not necessarily
be affected by stress from incidents, but given the nature of police work
this is certainly within the realm of possibility. Many people ask which
mental issues actually occur most frequently among police officers. It
is not possible to answer this question with absolute precision (see the
following sections), but in general terms the psycho-social symptoms
and disorders that can affect the general population also occur within
the police – such as depression, burnout, anxiety disorders and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Police officers are people too, after all.
However, it is striking how people can be bewildered by psychological issues when they do occur, particularly what we might call the ‘old
hands’. They often imagine that they can cope with everything, and
when an experienced police officer suddenly finds himself or herself
having to cope with psychological issues, he or she can find themselves
asking all kinds of questions. Does this mean that they are weaker than
they imagined, or are matters more complex than they had previously
thought? Such experiences can call into question deeply held beliefs,
they can also lead people to a much deeper understanding than they
had previously. This process of understanding does not simply occur of
its own accord. It demands considerable energy, as well as the courage
to come to terms with one’s own vulnerabilities. Supportive colleagues
and managers can make the difference between whether matters get
worse or a healing process can begin.
‘It can happen to anyone. (…) I’ve also learned that the mind is flexible,
you can pull through. (…) But if things are left to fester and deteriorate for too long (…) it can break you, at the physical level too… I have
learned to understand other people better.’ (family liaison officer)
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‘I worked in front line patrol work from 1983 and 2003, and in 2010 I
relived everything that I’d been through in detail, all those incidents that
I thought I’d forgotten about. But apparently I hadn’t. If only I’d said
something at the time, and learned to look at reality in a better way. If
you’re involved in traumatic events, it’s completely normal that you’ll be
affected by them.’ (executive support worker)
Which results have been found in the Dutch police force, in broad
terms, with regard to mental health? Although the first warning signs
were alarming (AEF report, 2011), that initial picture has to be nuanced
and qualified. The average police officer, it seems, is pretty healthy
(Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013), and not too different from workers in other professions (Van der Velden et al., 2013). Nevertheless, the
conclusion that the police force is ‘pretty healthy’ should not be taken
at face value either, since there are certainly mental health risks and
susceptibilities that need to be taken seriously. The results of the largest study that has been completed (Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013)
are summarized in the inset below. Research into employees who are
involved specifically in detective work in the police force also gives a
fairly healthy picture when it comes to child pornography and sexual
crimes (Sollie & Kop, 2014; Gouweloos, Lesger & Te Brake, 2014) and
the Family Liaison Division (Bollen et al., 2014).
Key findings regarding the psycho-social well-being of the police
Dutch police officers are highly motivated and their scores on burnout and anxiety deviate little, if at all, from comparison groups. However, police personnel do think more often about death than average.
Moreover, they are more often absent from work than the national
average, and more than half of police officers reported being overweight. They are more inclined to cynicism, experience more depressive symptoms and they believe their general level of health to be
lower when compared with other groups. Police personnel are also
involved in situations involving intimidation, bullying and aggression
much more often than the average Dutch worker – either on the part
of members of the public or by colleagues and superiors. When it
comes to management and training, the picture that emerges of general psycho-social well-being is more favourable than in other areas;
the Intake & Service and Criminal Investigation Department score
lower on average. A follow-up study showed that these differences
are partly accounted for by demographic characteristics such as age
and level of educational achievement (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

At least 8% of police personnel have made a claim for some form of
psycho-social support via their health insurance policy (see the report
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entitled Blueprint for a Mental Care Line for the Police in the Outcomes
chapter, in Dutch). Psycho-social issues among police officers can be
treated – this is the case with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
for example. Some 95% of police officers diagnosed with PTSD have
been successfully treated by the time they leave the clinic (Smit et al.,
2013). There is no sense in which a diagnosis of PTSD means the end
of a career in the police force; however, careful reintegration is crucial.
Residual symptoms such as concentration problems will often persist
after treatment.
‘Sometimes you have to spend some time working things out, but eventually you learn from it and you come out stronger.’ (police officer)
In practice, the reintegration process is not always handled in the right
way, as demonstrated by a study into support processes within the police
force (Gersons & Burger, 2013). A recent study into long-term sick leave
in the police force mentions the arbitrary nature of access to support
facilities and the route back to work: ‘It seems that the process of reintegration can itself make people sicker rather than contributing to their
health and being part of their road to recovery’ (Beukema, 2014).
Studies carried out among the police force in response to large-scale
incidents provide a more disturbing picture of mental health, which
seems to be subject to certain pressures (West et al., 2008; Carlier,
Lamberts & Gersons, 1997). One study into absenteeism in the police
force (Huis, Houtman & Kallen, 2014) shows that many people simply
‘disappear off the radar’. Some 30% of the dossiers examined in this
study were found to involve psycho-social issues, while no cause could
be attributed for 12% of the cases. These ‘off-the-radar’ cases involve an
unknown number of people who are systematically being missed in,
for example, surveys based on questionnaires. This could explain some
of the differences observed between studies.
Some research results do indeed appear to contradict one another. The
same is true in the case of police suicides. There is great uncertainty
in international terms about how many suicides occur in the police.
Although it has generally been estimated that suicide rates are elevated
among police personnel, a review in 2001 showed that this calculation
was actually based on research that was methodologically unsound.
When only studies that are based on sound research methods were
used, no elevated suicide rate was found to exist (Hem, Berg & Ekeberg,
2001). The situation in the Netherlands was very unclear: until 2012
suicides were never systematically registered by the police ( Timmer et

64

Resilience investigated

al., 2011). It was only in 2012 that data in this area started to be collected
by an independent registration point (at the Arq Foundation) in relation
to the police force and the Royal Military Police. Each case is examined
using an extensive psychological autopsy. Research from the period
2012-2014 shows that nine suicides per year were recorded in the police
force (Spee et al., 2014). Statistically, that rate is 1.5 times higher than
the figure that would be expected based on data from the Dutch workforce as a whole. One important caveat, however, is that this two-year
period is far too short to draw any firm conclusions. The fluctuations
in the number of reports of suicides that come in are such that a period
of five to ten years would be needed in order to draw any scientifically
sound conclusions about any increased risk. For now, it is not possible
to make any definitive statements. To find out more about the major
causes of suicide in the police force, and what can be done to prevent
it, please refer to the Arq research report (Spee et al., 2014, in Dutch).
What is the current situation? Why is it that such different pictures
emerge from the various studies that have been carried out into the
mental health of police officers? It is important to reflect on three main
questions:
1. How representative are the samples used of the police force as a
whole?
2. How is mental health measured?
3. To whom are police officers being compared?

How representative are the samples used of the police force as a
whole?
In terms of representativeness, the figure of 8% of police personnel
using psychological support is the ‘soundest’ (Gersons & Burger, 2013),
because it is not based on a sample but on figures that include almost
all police officers (because approximately 90% are insured by the CZ
health insurance company). However, we also know that not everyone
who receives psychological support claims this on their health insurance, possibly because they are not entitled to a reimbursement for the
relevant support, or because the employee is not required to pay for it
(as is the case for an in-house social worker or psychologist). The actual
figure is therefore at least 8%, and it in fact remains unclear how many
police officers receive psycho-social care; moreover, it is unknown
which forms of psychological care are involved.
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One study in which the sample used was carefully checked to ensure
its representativeness was the study into psycho-social health among
police officers (Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013). According to these
researchers, police personnel do not score worryingly highly when it
comes to psycho-social issues when compared with ‘ordinary civilians’.
But of course, this only applies to those who completed the questionnaire. How about the people who did not complete the questionnaire,
the so-called ‘non-responders’? Although the problem of non-responders has long been recognized when using surveys as a research tool,
the problem often remains unaddressed. When it comes to estimating
the extent of psycho-social issues, it is particularly important to look at
non-responders specifically. These people appear to deviate from the
norm in important but unpredictable ways (Hill et al., 1997), and are
sometimes referred to as the people ‘in the shadows’. This group may
partly overlap with the people who are ‘off the radar’ in the study into
absenteeism from work. These are precisely the people that we would
like to know more about, but they are also the ones who do not participate in survey research. The sensitivity of the subject plays a role in
the lack of a response (Korkeila et al., 2002), as well as poorer mental
health and alcoholism (Torvik, Rognmo & Tambs, 2012).
One important observation is that mental health is a significant factor
with regard to whether or not a questionnaire will be completed or not,
and it is questionnaires that are used to examine psycho-social health
in the police. The other studies mentioned (Van der Velden, 2013; West
et al., 2008; Carlier, Lamberts & Gersons, 1997) involve non-representative samples. They therefore provide an even less suitable basis on
which to make statements about the prevalence of psychological issues.

How is mental health measured?
The study into psycho-social health mentioned previously used a
questionnaire to measure the subjective perceptions of police officers and
translated these into conclusions relating to mental health. However,
there are a number of drawbacks to this method. Firstly, a subjective
experience is by no means equivalent to a medical diagnosis. In that
sense, basing results on questionnaires has significant limitations. On
the other hand, a diagnosis by a doctor involves a great deal of work, so
the decision to use a questionnaire is quite understandable. The title of
the study is deceptive, however: it actually relates to the well-being of the
respondents, not their mental health. Another limitation of questionnaires is that we do not know whether police officers are predisposed
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to respond in a certain way (e.g. in a way that is socially desirable). In a
culture where attitudes like ‘it’s just part of the job’ and ‘stop whinging’
are pervasive, it may be that people tend to give lower scores when asked
if they are experiencing psychological difficulties. This also makes it
more difficult to make a comparison with other groups (see below).

To whom are police officers being compared?
The obvious approach would be to compare the police force with the
average for the working population as a whole (those who do not work
are significantly less healthy than those with jobs). And indeed, this
type of comparisons is usually made. At the same time, it is reasonable to assume that police personnel are not representative of the entire
working population in terms of their state of health. Van der Velden
and colleagues (2013) state explicitly that ‘the positive effects of the
selection process (…) should not be underestimated.’ In other words,
police officers may be healthier than the rest of population when they
begin their careers.
An extensive study into psycho-social well-being confirms this: trainees (and managers) score the highest on health in the police population
(Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013). All in all, this means that simply comparing police personnel with the rest of the working population is not a straightforward matter. An alternative method would be
to compare police officers with another group of professionals that are
subject to selection and training in a broadly similar manner, such as
the armed forces. However, no one really knows whether the similarity
between these two professional groups is sufficient for such a comparison to be meaningful. A very recent study has shown that there are real
differences between the police and the armed forces in terms of stress
factors, resources and outcomes (Rietveld & Verweij, 2015). But in the
end, perhaps, no comparison will ever be perfect. And yet decisions
on health among police officers are based on precisely these types of
comparisons.
In summary, we still do not have enough clarity with regard to the
mental health of police officers. To date, estimates have been based
on scores given by police officers who fill out questionnaires (which
involve samples that may or may not be representative) and comparing
these with other professional groups (although we do not know with
certainty whether the comparison groups are truly comparable to the
police force). Crucial information is still missing – namely a direct over-
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view of all the data available (including diagnostic data) in relation to
the individuals who are involved in support processes right across the
police force.

Pitfalls
There are two particular pitfalls in relation to psycho-social issues in the
police force, which it is important to bear in mind and avoid. Firstly, by
focusing on the issues and problems that occur, we risk neglecting the
fact that mental resilience is, first and foremost, a question of the quality of police professionalism. The ability to deal effectively with stress
factors can make the difference between life or death, reconciliation or
dysfunction in police relations with civilians, mutual trust or insecurity, and so on. The fact that (chronic or very acute) stress can also lead
to mental and physical problems is highly relevant to the design and
monitoring of psycho-social care facilities within the police force. This
was the reason for the publication of the Blueprint for a Mental Care
Line for the Police (Gersons & Burger, 2012). One striking conclusion
is that due to the lack of clarity over roles and functions, the reintegration process is an area of particular difficulty, and this has also been
confirmed by subsequent research (Huis, Houtman & Kallen, 2014;
Beukema, 2014). At the same time the importance of mental resilience
in the police force does not depend on the number of individuals with
mental health problems in the police, because resilience is, by definition, a central aspect of professionalism.
A second pitfall is that when exploring the issue of psycho-social complaints, it is easy to draw the conclusion that experiences of fear, guilt,
shame, remorse, resentment, anger, and so on are by definition ‘bad’.
However, these feelings and emotions are part of life, and are inevitable
when people are involved in traumatic or highly stressful events. When
you simply dismiss these aspects of life as something ‘bad’, which
needs to be prevented, this actually has an adverse effect on human
health and well-being. This is because such a perspective misrepresents these feelings, and also their purpose – which is the ‘normal’ processing of abnormal circumstances. This in turn means that people are
more likely to reject or suppress their own feelings, rather than experiencing them in a conscious manner. It is the acceptance of emotions
and experiences, without judgment, that helps us to remain mentally
resilient (Van ’t Hoog & Zock, 2014; Chopko, 2011). In a study on the
relationship between mental aspects of resilience and the attribution of
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meaning, this pitfall is described in terms of a paradox – and it often
crops up during the Mental Strength training:
‘In practice, it appears that “breaking down the macho culture” comes
down to discussing vulnerabilities and feelings, enabling or encouraging
police recruits to express the impact that police work has on them. At
the same time, Mental Strength is designed to minimize the impact of
police work and the vulnerability of police trainees, enabling them to
gain control over their own thoughts and feelings. The emphasis is on
remaining “unmoved” and creating a “mental shield”, which could probably also be interpreted as encouraging a “culture of hardness”, because
this also promotes an air of “invulnerability”.’ (Van der Geugten, 2014)
In the chapter on the spirit and attributing or giving meaning, we will
shift our focus to this vulnerability and the paradox that it entails. The
stigmas associated with psycho-social issues persist (Slagmolen et
al., 2014). This has also been shown through research into long-term
absenteeism in the police force (Beukema, 2014). For example, one of
the interviewees stated the following: ‘Well, I went to see the doctor at
work, and he referred me to a doctor for crazy people, a psychologist.’
However, this stigma is certainly not one that everyone buys into; there
are also people who talk very openly about their experiences of receiving psychological support:
‘People come first here, and that’s how we handled it. And yet afterwards it still felt like failure. This feeling might have been amplified by
my own competitive streak. I was absolutely shattered, I had pain everywhere because I’d been wearing a bulletproof vest for such a long time,
and I was very tense. Then, shortly after the incident, I had some professional help from a psychologist.’ (operational team leader)

Remaining questions
A great deal of research is currently being done into the mental aspects
of resilience. It is still unclear how exactly it fits in with more general
psycho-social health among police personnel. It is important to establish a clear picture of the people who are currently involved in the process of receiving psychological support of some kind. We need to know
where they are located, which people are involved, exactly what issues
they have experienced, what diagnoses have been made, how successful the treatment is, how they are being reintegrated back into the work-
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place, who is involved in this process, and what the overall process looks
like – from the moment they first experience issues to their reintegration into the workplace. To answer all these questions, we need to establish a nationwide support system, so that we can systematically record
the entire support process (by all the experts) and monitor it carefully.
This will involve continued and continual investment.

Focus on the spirit: a deeper meaning
On individuality and the attribution of meaning

He still wants to get the project at the school up and running though, reaching
out to the kids there. That’s so important for the future safety of the neighbourhood. If they do it now, there’s still time to reach the younger brothers of some
of those local hooligans. That will make a difference in four or five years’ time.
It’s great to see how much influence you can still have during that phase. Local
people often aren’t really sure what you actually do as the local police officer in
their neighbourhood. But he has worked really hard to build up a relationship
with local families with problems – and that really means something to him.
It’s what motivates him and why he works so hard – slowly but surely, this
area is growing as a community. But the police managers can’t even see that
– all they do is stare blindly at the figures. Especially the burglaries, that’s the
latest thing. But that’s all down to the gangs from Eastern Europe, who move
around from place to place. He’s got his hands full with the people who actually live here. There are a couple of local youth gangs and their activities are
becoming more and more criminal. And if we’re not careful, before we know it
they’ll be doing burglaries, too. Then there’ll be a local crime wave and we’ll
be clearing up the aftermath – and what’s the use in that?
He is sure that he can make the difference, even with those boys hell-bent on
causing trouble. But he’s going to need support from others in the organization.
They’d had such a good idea, he and one of his colleagues… But why did his
colleague have to go and ask permission from the managers? He’ll never understand that. They should have just got on with it – worry about permission later.
But that particular colleague is not a local police officer and he’s more used to
working towards targets and sticking to the policies. He thought it would be a
good thing to keep his manager informed about what they were planning. It’s
just a shame that the email got forwarded to senior management and then they
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decided to block it. That’s not your priority, just stick to your core task. He can
almost hear them saying it to him. So what was he doing then, they think? Apparently they don’t understand what the intention is. How could anyone object
to what they suggested? For him, it’s just the latest of many run-ins that he’s
had with an organization that he simply doesn’t understand – and that doesn’t
understand him either.

All that I have had to do and all I have had to leave off
could never be expressed
by a thousand fine mouths
with the gift of good speech
For all the joy and the pride – and then the wounds
that I cherish and hate
the best of words will never help
they sound like the greatest of sins
But one thing I have never lost,
through all the sleepless nights
spent lying in cold sweat:
I have never forgotten
that I was born
with a conscience
Translated from a poem by Annika Smit
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Beyond the physical balance of the body, and the control that the mind
seeks to exert over its surroundings, resilience also involves the attribution of a deeper meaning to our lives and what we do, which cannot
be approached in terms of cell biology or brain function. A recurring
theme in psychological literature is that under difficult circumstances,
meaningful control is essential in order for people to keep going (Reich,
Zautra & Hall, 2010). It is not just any form of control that is needed,
but the kind of control that really matters to someone. We also see that
a process of reflection and the process of meaning making following
traumatic incidents can help to keep any issues in check and even enable personal growth to occur (Chopko, 2010). This chapter focuses on
the dimension of resilience that we refer to as the spirit or soul and the
attribution of sense, significance and deeper meaning. These things
are what motivate people at the deepest level and they relate to something that is greater than just that one individual. Significance and
(moral) values go beyond one single person, after all: they relate to the
significance and value that are attributed to a group that is larger than
just one’s self – whether this is the family, wider society or humankind
as a whole.

Controlling from the outside and understanding from the inside
There are certain things that police personnel need to learn from the
outside inwards – such as laws and regulations, procedures and so on.
Certain actions or procedures need to be practised or trained, such as
how to make an arrest or how to use a firearm. This type of process
involves the internalization of a particular set of actions or movements,
and it occurs from the outside inwards: it is a question of observing,
recreating, practising, improving and refining. The procedures and
codes of conduct that apply within an organization are examples of this.
At the same time, certain other aspects of our work come from within
us, as individuals – such as attributing deeper significance, giving
meaning to what we do, and our fundamental motivation. This chapter
is about the latter of these two aspects of police work: the processes that
begin inside and look outwards. The passage at the start of this chapter
illustrates how important these aspects can be in our professional lives.
If we have the feeling that we are unable to make a valuable contribution through our work, and that what we are doing makes no difference, there is a real risk that we will just switch over to ‘autopilot’ (‘I just
turn up and work my shifts’) and that we start to see the organization in
terms of ‘us and them’, with resistance as the result (‘if the organization
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makes a suggestion, I won’t do it’). If they become chronic, disillusion
and resistance are damaging to our health and well-being, they make it
impossible to work effectively, and they render our work meaningless
at the personal level. The following section explains why ‘understanding from the inside outwards’ is essential in police work, on the basis
of three different perspectives. These perspectives include the inner
motivations of police personnel, the challenging aspects of police work
(impact) and the essence of professional freedom.

The inner motivations and drive of police officers
For many people, the appeal of police work lies in the ‘power’ and ‘freedom’ that it involves; however, at a deeper level, people are also attracted
to policing because they want to make a real difference to the society
in which they live. Research has shown that Dutch police officers are
more committed than average to the work they do (Van Beek, Taris &
Schaufeli, 2013) and that they have a higher level of moral engagement
(Van den Brink, 2012) than the average member of the workforce. And
this phenomenon is not limited to the Dutch police: police officers in
the USA and the UK are also motivated by the moral aspects of the
work that they do (Chopko, 2011; Smith & Charles, 2010). Police officers
are dedicated to influencing society for the better. They have an inner
drive to ‘do something’ for society in terms of justice, fairness, protection and security. In one sense, this is probably reassuring for civilians.
At the same time, however, it represents a potential susceptibility and it
is vital that this susceptibility is acknowledged and addressed.
If workers are motivated by their own personally held convictions, they
are more vulnerable because they have a deeply personal stake in the
work that they do. So police officers are, by definition, in a vulnerable position. Vulnerability is, in turn, often associated with weakness (Brown,
2013; for the culture within the Dutch police force see for example Van
der Geugten, 2014; Beukema, 2014). There is thus a conflict with the
widely held notion that courage – which is, we must remember, a core
value of the Dutch police – only becomes possible if one is vulnerable. After all, bravery means nothing for someone who is invulnerable. Deep down, everyone knows this already: we do not trust people
who ‘act tough’ all the time and show no vulnerability. Someone who
appears to live without uncertainty or fear will not be accepted as genuine or trustworthy by other people, and we would never be inclined
to attribute the quality of courage to such a person. Only someone who
is vulnerable can be brave. This is an enormously powerful notion that
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has been demonstrated convincingly by Brown on the basis of a decades-long study 10 (see for example Brown, 2013).
‘When I have a meeting with the team leaders from patrol units, they
won’t always say “I’m finding this difficult” or “that’s not going so
well”. Everything is always going really well. So sometimes I’ll ask a few
follow-up questions and then I think: Really?’ (patrol team leader)
Our inner self – the essence of an individual – is referred to here in
terms of ‘essential meaning’. By this we refer to what somebody wants
to do with his or her life, and the things that drive that person to do the
things that he or she does. This inner self relates directly to the identity
of a person and the values that he or she holds dear, such as justice
or freedom. Bateson (1991) has distinguished these different layers of
the self into different ‘logical levels’: starting with the environment,
through behaviour and skills/capabilities to values, beliefs and identity,
and finally the attribution of meaning and significance (spirituality)
(see Figure 4). The fact that police work often relates to the deeper levels in this diagram, such as values and essential meaning, implies that
for police personnel, their personal identity will be directly connected
to the work that they do. Work goes to the core of who they are, and
when issues involving work are at stake, they are likely to be deeply
affected by those issues – after all, their values and identity as a person
are bound up with them. As such, decisions and actions that relate to
work will have a major impact and can therefore be interpreted and
experienced in a very personal way by the employees concerned. Some
examples of this would be the withdrawal of an officer’s firearm, or the
instigation of an internal investigation or disciplinary action.

10

Also see http://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability?

78

Resilience investigated

essential meaning/
attribution of significance
(spirituality)
identity
values
l
and
d
beliefs
skills and capabilities

behaviour

environment

Figure 4

Essential meaning and the attribution of meaning as
the deepest level of the human being, loosely based on
Bateson’s logical levels (1991)

Police personnel usually work (either consciously or unconsciously)
from these deeper layers. Police officers are therefore potentially vulnerable. Work issues often directly involve deeper levels of their own
values and identity – their own significance and essential meaning as
individuals. When issues arise at work, they will often automatically
involve aspects of the personal identity of the human being concerned,
meaning that personal struggles may be involved. This presents us
with a paradox: while we require police personnel to demonstrate
courage, we also require them to be deeply committed and therefore
particularly vulnerable. But how many opportunities are there, in the
everyday practice of police work, for police personnel to engage with
issues of insecurity, fear or pain? Particularly when people are often
not fully aware of what is going on in this area and, moreover, often
wish to avoid being seen as ‘weak’? Not many, it seems – and certainly
not in any systematic manner (see, e.g., Van ’t Hoog & Zock, 2014; Van
der Geugten, 2014). But police personnel need to develop an understanding and awareness of their own inner layers as individuals; this is
also true in relation to their commitment to the work they do, to their
immediate colleagues and to the organization as a whole (Van ’t Hoog
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& Zock, 2014). Officers’ awareness and understanding of their own vulnerability is therefore vital, and addressing this represents a vital task
for the police force as an organization. This certainly has implications
in terms of training, personal coaching, team building, leadership and
policy development (at the operational level, but also within HR policy).

Challenging aspects of police work (with significant impact)
Police work can be monotonous and uneventful – such as when officers
are carrying out basic policing duties during a quiet night shift, for
example. But this monotony can be shattered in an instant by the threat
of a conflict or a horrific discovery. Police work is very unpredictable,
and it regularly throws up unforeseen situations. This means that
police personnel are constantly required to ‘shift gear’: one minute you
can be struggling to stay awake, and the next minute you are having
to work very hard to stay focused or stand your ground. And all the
while, like any other human being, your first instinct in certain situations would be simply to walk away. Those working conditions of police
officers are described in more detail in the chapter on the mind. The
reason for mentioning them here is that they relate to the vulnerability
that we described in the previous section. Often, vulnerability is only
mentioned in the context of mental resilience: an officer may sustain
trauma if he or she is involved in a shooting incident, for example. But
this is only one angle, and only involves mental aspects (often the functioning of the brain).
In this chapter, when we refer to vulnerability, we mean vulnerability at
a deeper, spiritual level. Inner drive and motivation are highly relevant
in police work and cannot be understood solely in terms of cells and tissues, or chemical reactions in the brain. Other levels of the individual
also come into play: the values and identity of the individual, and the
way in which he or she attributes deeper meaning. The stressful aspects
of police work, which may also involve the internal organization, can
have a substantial impact on these aspects of an individual officer. For
example, if someone derives their intrinsic motivation from the desire
to help create a more just and decent society, but is confronted with
injustice every day for years and years, this is bound to have an impact
on that person (Van ’t Hoog & Zock, 2014). His or her moral framework
and orientation (which relates to their view of humanity and the world,
their belief system) will be directly affected. It is perhaps no wonder,
then, that cynicism is more prevalent in the police organization than
among the working population at large (Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli,
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2013). Cynicism can have a direct effect on a person’s well-being and
health, but also on the moral judgments that they make and thus the
quality of police work. On the other hand, stressful events that lead to
struggles at a personal level, can lead to personal growth through a process of attributing meaning and significance 11 (Chopko, 2010).
‘How am I supposed to explain to my kids that I’ve killed someone?’
(patrol officer)
In scientific research, the focus is primarily on the biological mechanisms of psychological phenomena such as post-traumatic stress disorder. The term ‘moral injury’ (Smith et al., 2013; Nash et al., 2013)
implies a different approach, and relates explicitly to the damage that
people may suffer in terms of their moral framework and the way in
which they attribute meaning and significance to their work. An awareness of one’s own moral framework is therefore essential for police personnel, and this must become a focus of attention from the training
phase onwards (Van ’t Hoog & Zock, 2014).

Providing professional space: a question of attributing (moral)
meaning
Nap (2014) refers to ‘the key task of the police as a profession: reducing
the likelihood of violence by building trust and confidence through protecting, empowering and setting limits.’ According to him, this is how
the police force contributes to a society that is ordered in a way that is as
free as possible of violence, even if it is not directly creating that order.
He cites this as an explicitly moral task. How do police officers engage
with this moral task, within the freedom of professional action that
they are granted? Freedom of professional action is vital, since blindly
enforcing all the laws of the land would fall hopelessly short of what
society needs and expects from the police force. After all, the law is not
blind, and justice is not an objective concept. Some degree of subjective
interpretation is therefore inevitable, but this must reflect certain basic
principles, such as the principle of equality. How can this be achieved?
It is clear that moral judgments are an essential part of police work, and
police officers must exercise their freedom of professional action and
discretion in a responsible manner. Van den Brink and colleagues have
also shown that tensions of a moral nature are inherent in police work,
and police officers are constantly striving to ‘do the right thing’ (Van
11

Also see the story of Carina van Leeuwen in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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den Brink et al., 2016). Without a clear insight into their own moral
framework (their view of humanity and society, their beliefs, values
and identity) and the obstacles or struggles that these involve (experiences, set-backs, patterns of behaviour), this can only happen in a very
‘opaque’ manner, in the sense that an individual will be unaware or
only partially aware of the patterns that occur throughout his or her
life, and will affect the personal perspective. This requires a certain
level of insight into the inner workings of one’s own system or self.
If this is missing, people are generally destined to repeat all kinds of
unconscious patterns that they will also project onto others. This is
something that everybody can relate to when it comes to discrimination
– it sometimes happens quite unconsciously, but the patterns of behaviour that it leads to are very real indeed (Brosch, Bar-David & Phelps,
2011). In everyday situations, such patterns play a significant role, but
this role often remains hidden. Our own perspective is always present,
and colours all our perceptions of the world. To be able to take difficult
(morally) significant decisions and justify these decisions, it is necessary to look at one’s own inner self, and to reflect consciously on the
way in which this colours our view of the world.

Attributing deeper meaning in practical police work: case studies
The three angles described above illustrate that one’s inner self (our
values and the way in which we attribute moral significance) often
plays a role in the practice of police work. And indeed, this has also
been revealed by recent studies (Van den Brink et al., 2016; Van ’t Hoog
& Zock, 2014). The attribution of meaning is a constant factor and
people can be affected very deeply by the professional situations that
they find themselves in.12 At the same time, this often remains hidden
beneath the surface and it lacks systematic attention. This applies to
individual police officers, as well as to working together with others
(see the chapter on group resilience). Indeed, reflecting on the deeper
moral significance of what we do relates to a larger whole, not just to
one individual in isolation. Police work is, by definition, team work and
this is often where the effects of the inner self are brought into sharp
relief. It is all about how the individual interacts with the group on the
basis of his or her own perspective and moral framework, and how we
interact with one another. The following case study focuses on a collective exploration of police work in practice.
12

Also see the stories of Johan Severs and Job Knoester in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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A case study in cooperation: connections and blind spots
In 2013, the three directors of the Professional Resilience Improvement Programme decided to explore what ‘moral resilience’ meant to
them in the context of their work and the way in which they worked
together. The directors wanted to achieve a better understanding of
what motivates them at the deeper spiritual or moral level, and which
values play a role in this, as well as how they might use their knowledge of this deeper level to achieve better results in the programme.
They started by compiling a list of what they saw as the most important questions involving moral resilience. This list was long, and
marked the start of an intense process of exploration.
Here are some examples of the questions that were asked at the start
of the exploration of moral resilience:
– Which questions concern you the most in this field?
– How does the attribution of meaning relate to moral resilience?
– What exactly do we want to transfer to the police force as an
organization, when it comes to moral resilience?
– How do I envision the changes that need to occur among police
officers and managers in terms of behaviour and attitudes?
– What does this imply in the long term with regard to how the
police force functions within society, both internally and externally?
– Where is the most fertile ground when it comes to making these
ambitions a reality?
Initially, these questions related to (the visible effects on) the people working within the police organization, and were less focused on
a personal journey of exploration on the part of the team members
themselves. Over time, however, they shifted their focus increasingly
to exploring themselves and their own identity as people. What was
remarkable was that the inquisitive and open-minded attitude during
the sessions was not always accompanied by the same attitudes during
meetings, for example. In fact, people involved tended to focus on the
‘mistakes’ that they saw being made by others, although these were
not always raised directly, and as time passed the levels of tension
increased. Spurred on by the exercises that were done during the team
sessions, the team members began to question themselves and each
other. The process quickly developed into a profound exploration that
took the team members far out of their comfort zone, with some fairly
frank exchanges of opinion taking place. Meanwhile, this process of
questioning always led back to the same fundamental questions: how
do we work together as a team and what does all this say about me?
‘It’s never finished. For me it’s a process that involves concentrating as
hard as I can, both on myself and on my surroundings.’
Exploring issues that had been discussed outside the sessions, during
meetings at which people did not appear to understand each other,
sometimes led to problems. This became an opportunity for further

Focus on the spirit: a deeper meaning

83

reflection during the sessions themselves: how free of judgment was
this space, in reality? A more critical process of reflection ensued
concerning the judgements being made and the team members’
own personal perceptions. It sometimes proved difficult to take into
account one’s own personal judgements, let alone to refrain from
making judgements when asking searching questions about another
person’s point of view. The type of questions that emerged were:
‘What are my own personal blind spots or clouds?’ and ‘How much
of myself is involved when I am listening to you?’ This process was
intensely confrontational at times: it was highly personal and sometimes uncomfortable, as if the self-confidence that the team members had always taken for granted was being called into question. The
exercise involved is profound. In addition to developing as a group
during the sessions, the team members also worked individually on
some very personal questions that arose during the sessions.
‘I noticed how entrenched my own patterns of thought were; some of
the things that I used to be so proud of now actually make me stop and
question myself…’
Over the course of the sessions, at least two changes became apparent: a shift in perspectives on the one hand, and a transfer to the field
of work (and teamwork) on the other. The shift in perspectives involved
a shift in the focus of attention from others outside the team (particularly in terms of judgements), through an exploration of them as
a team, to an internal exploration of the inner selves of those individuals. The type of listening that was used during the sessions became
more profound. This involved a progression from superficial listening,
which is sometimes known as ‘downloading’ (which simply involves
a process of reaffirming what you already knew), to reflecting on what
had actually been heard. Reflecting on what you hear means listening openly. Scharmer (2009) differentiates between factual listening
(listening with an open mind; casting off the tendency to make judgements about what one is hearing), empathic listening (listening with
an open heart, when there is a connection with the other person) and
generative listening (listening with an open will: receptive to future
possibilities, regardless of current obstacles); see also the description
of open or effective listening in the chapter on group resilience.
‘I think more about taking an open approach. It has made my own role
in this clearer. We have seen many really good examples of “How (…)
am I doing?” It’s much easier to make comments about [others] than to
look at yourself. And because I now look at my own role in a more critical
light, I can also see where other people are coming from more clearly.
That was something new for me.’
The transfer to the work setting was associated with a series of issues
and obstacles. Although the sessions were sometimes difficult, actually connecting with others through open listening in practice proved
even more problematic. At the same time, it was essential to allow the
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issues that arose while working with others to be aired. In other
words, the sessions could only become really relevant if they were
applied on a daily basis, and that was when the tensions emerged.
There was a clear relationship between the sessions (the ‘dry’ practice
of open communication and listening) and the ‘real-life’ situations
(involving tension and confrontation, or the lack thereof). The sessions depended on the practical setting and vice versa. It was only
when they were applied at the everyday level that the most persistent
patterns and barriers in connecting manifested themselves. These
were then explored during the sessions and incorporated into real-life
practice, and so on. It was an incremental process – practising during
the sessions went hand in hand with trying things out in practice.
‘So when I started thinking about the things that had happened, I realized “My goodness… I’ve never looked at it that way.” You can approach
and resolve issues in many different ways.’
Gradually, a deeper form of insight took shape, and this was sometimes difficult to articulate. The team members started to get a
clearer picture of themselves and of each other, in the context of that
particular moment. At the same time, this process was not something to be taken lightly: it is never finished and requires constant
maintenance. In practical terms, this meant making agreements on
the frequency, location and priorities of the meetings and on opportunities to reflect together on the process that was underway. It also
involved mutual sharing about which personal questions the team
members were going to work on.
‘I was often very harsh on myself about certain things and now I give
myself a bit more leeway. It’s like I’m prepared to see the good in myself
a little more. That means that I understand myself better, and sometimes I ask myself: “Why am I feeling this way?” Then I almost start to
feel angry with myself that I’m feeling that way. But now I think it also
helps me see what is important to me and the things that I value. I allow
the feelings to run their course.’
Looking back at this process, the team members noticed how difficult it was to make sure that they actually stuck to the agreements
they had made. Sometimes things would fall by the wayside and then
crop up again later, but keeping a specific record of the sessions and
the agreements that were made helped the team members to stay
aware. At the same time, the team members also noticed that things
really did change significantly, namely the way in which they interacted. Questioning people about their thinking and reasoning came
to be normal, for example, while initially this had been a source of
some irritation.
‘… and at some point the penny dropped. Even if that was only towards
the end. But at that point I was able to say: “Look at what we have
achieved together.” I thought it was quite remarkable, because by living
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through it in that way, now I can see that it was unlike a training
course with its own little rules. It’s a way to shape your life somewhat
differently.’

The inner self from a wider perspective
In order to maintain an inner balance (meaningful control) and a morally responsible interpretation of one’s professional freedom of action,
it is necessary to recognize and explore one’s own inner levels. This is
true at the level of the individual police officer, but equally it has implications for team work and cooperation. Personal considerations and
values are highly relevant and will come into play in a specific context.

An awareness of (conflicting) value systems
A diverse range of moral frameworks come together continuously in
police work (Van ’t Hoog & Zock, 2014). Smit (2012) has shown this
in a simplified manner using four quadrants. In Figure 5, two factors
come together: individuality and consciousness. This means drawing
a distinction between the personal and intrinsic value system of an
individual (including his or her moral framework and frame of reference) and external value system (e.g. those of the organization, or of
someone else). An individual may be aware of both intrinsic and external value systems to a greater or lesser extent. In certain situations, an
individual may not be aware of any moral values at all (placing them
in the top left corner of the chart, reliant on instinct or intuition); this
is the case when the natural survival instinct is triggered (fight or run
for your life). In other situations, an individual may be conscious of an
external value system that prescribes a certain course of action to be
taken – a ‘doctrine’ (top right corner). Alternatively, someone may be
conscious of their own value system – for example when you’re left to
your own self completely (‘conviction’ in the bottom left). In situations
where someone is conscious of both types of value systems (intrinsic
and external), there is the potential for dialogue and confrontation with
others.
The case study on cooperation (see above) demonstrates, however, that
it is far from easy to reflect as a group on values, meaning and the significance of certain professional activities. Fundamental questions will
often lead to some heated discussions, involving questions like: What
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are we really doing it for? and How should we work together? Apparently,
sitting down to discuss these types of questions can be quite an unsettling experience. Conflicting value systems can throw up a lot of issues
for people. So could it be that it is better just to let these things lie? Not
really. Conflicts of this type are an important manifestation of reality and
that will, sooner or later, come to be important – all the more so if people
have avoided discussing these kinds of questions. Avoiding the ‘hassle’
of conflicting value systems will, in the end, hamper the formation of
teams and patrol units (Landman, Kouwenhoven & Brussen, 2016).

Awareness of individual, intrinsic value systems

−

Awareness of external value systems

+

−
“Doctrine/system of thought”
“Instinct/intuition”

“Dialogue/confrontation”
“Conviction”

+

Figure 5

Awareness of value systems (intrinsic and external), taken
from Smit (2012)

‘I actually appreciate it when people are prepared to show their emotions and reveal a part of themselves. However difficult these conversations sometimes are, I think they are beautiful. If I stay true to myself,
everything usually works out.’ (operational team leader)

Value systems in a society that defies control13
Of course, the disruption that can be caused by conflicting value systems
is not limited to the police force. Society is changing, and such forms
13

This text includes an adaptation of chapters from the memorandum entitled ‘Moral
Resilience – or the path to the inner self: essential connections in the police force’ (Smit &
Poiesz, 2014).
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of disruption are manifesting themselves ever more widely. Here are
some examples from the case study about Bob which you can read in the
introductory chapter: the parents standing next to the police cordon are
from another culture; the bystanders have shared images of the incident
on social media; experienced colleagues have retired. If we take a step
back, we can discern certain trends: at the global level, flows of migration are occurring that are becoming increasingly difficult to manage;14
the digital highways and social media have made it possible for people to
connect in ways that were simply impossible until very recently, and the
effects of an ageing population and increasing dejuvanization are also
posing challenges. And these developments are not isolated: climate
change is likely to have consequences that we cannot yet comprehend15
and recent shocks in the banking sector have exposed the arbitrary and
vulnerable nature of the entire economic and social system in which we
live. This is the social context within which police work is carried out.
Society is facing significant challenges, although not everyone is necessarily able to take a wider view of these. Commentator Adjiedj Bakas
puts it like this: ‘This is not just a time of change, but a transition into
a new era’ (Bakas, 2015). How should we deal with this? Controlling
problems on the basis of the information available is not an option.
Firstly, there is now a vast amount of information out there. For example, over ten years ago researchers calculated that over seven million
new pages were being added to the internet every single day (Reich &
Rosenthal, 2004). Moreover, the complexity of the issues that we now
face exceeds the capacity of the human brain (on the limitations of the
human brain, see for example Marois & Ivanoff, 2005). Secondly, the
‘control strategies’ that were predominant in the past no longer seem
to be effective – at least, that is the conclusion of the heads of many
major organizations. They are convinced that ‘more of the same’ – i.e.
attempting to control – will no longer work (IBM, 2012; Senge et al.,
2004). According to them we now primarily need an inner perspective,
creativity and connectedness. This is reminiscent of certain ancient traditions of wisdom, such as the Chinese philosophy of Lao, Buddhism
and Shamanism.16 These traditions all refer to ‘the path to the inner
14
15
16

See, for example, https://easo.europa.eu/.
See, for example, http://climate.nasa.gov/evidence.
The Chinese philosophy Lao-Tse (6th century B.C.): the material provides the form and
the immaterial determines the essence of the form. Buddhism (5th century B.C.): philosophical movements with the following as the core teaching: insight into human suffering
and removing the path that leads to this suffering. Shamanism: umbrella term for the
traditional beliefs, rituals and practices from various cultures, based on the assumption
that the visible world is permeated by invisible forces or spirits which influence life and the
living.
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self’: the road to the core being of the individual, the connectedness and
coherence of things, and the process of becoming aware which is related
to this. In other words, we should not attempt to control the complexity from outside, but rather to understand its significance and order
from the inside. In this context, Hyson (2013) speaks of ‘spiritual intelligence’ in the field of leadership: the awareness of one’s relationship to
a larger, coherent whole.

What ‘the end of control’ means for the police
The principles that dominate the world of work, including police work,
are prone to obstructing the inner self and connectedness that we have
just discussed. Organizational processes are generally based on the
principles of ‘division and standardization’. These principles of division and standardization date from the era of the Industrial Revolution,
but when they are applied indiscriminately they lead to alienation and
fragmentation (the absence of connectedness between the individual
organizational sections or processes). There is structural neglect of
aspects such as connectedness, creativity and inner self – this is built
into the system.
In these times of restructuring and social change, the police force is
also searching for new forms of organization and management – ones
that are not based on control. For example, there have been initiatives
such as ‘De Hark Voorbij’, which aimed to promote new organizational
concepts based on professionalism and trust. Individual police officers
seem to be looking for alternatives to the methods that currently dominate the organization. In current action research (yet to be published)
one often talks about boundaries and frustrations. Sometimes there is
an attitude of ‘wait and see’ (no action will be taken until the reorganization is behind us and the dust has settled), sometimes people give up
(because they no longer feel connected with the police force), and sometimes they become cynical (and become resistant vis-à-vis the organization). Alienation seems to be growing across the organization as a
whole, while changes in society require continual attention. For many,
it is unclear how the proposed changes will help the organization to
meet the challenges that society is generating and there is incredulity
regarding the strategy that has been chosen.
‘If you only knew all the things that we no longer do anything about,
simply because we do not have the capacity and have had to make cutbacks. There’s no money for anything anymore, and then there’s the
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legislation on working hours which is like a millstone around our neck.
All of that undermines moral, although it does make you very resilient.
At least, if that’s another way of saying “learning to become numb to it
all”. This is still a wonderful profession to be in, but the question is: for
how much longer?’ (operational specialist)
There are two ways in which people seem to have reached their limits:
with regard to the struggle for control (managing the organization) and
with regard to the implementation (professionalism, often referred to as
‘freedom of professional action’). These struggles, which also reflect
deep-seated desires, seem to come down to the same thing: connectedness, inner self and creativity – all of which are systematically neglected
by the principles of the past: division and standardization. ‘The route to
the inner self’ – which provides space for the awareness of individuality
and the coherence between things – may be able to accommodate these
collective demands.
‘Statistics and responsibilities… they relate to wider societal goals. But
once you’ve ticked all the boxes, you never hear anything more about
it. (…) What’s it all meant to achieve? It is not managed in a sensible
way. Bureaucracy and the emphasis on processes are only increasing.’
(operational team leader)

Uncontrollability and the path to the inner self: an alternative
perspective
The path to the inner self reveals our inner motivations and, in doing
so, provides us with a glimpse of what the challenges that we are facing
really mean. Travelling this path requires, above all else, awareness.
An awareness of who one is, and what one does and does not do; how
collaboration occurs; how results are achieved; how we interact with
other people and so on.
‘Reflecting on how we do things together, how we talk to each other
and how we perceive things… We all want the same thing: the security
of a professional working environment, so that we can achieve the best
possible results out there.’ (operational team leader)
In today’s Western society, processes of increasing awareness may not
be among the most obvious choices. But if awareness is allowed the
space to develop, we can acquire an understanding of the restricting
notions that (unknowingly) hold people back from catering for their
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needs (IJsseling, 2011). All this will involve a great deal of ‘re-learning’
with regard to how (work) processes are designed and how they can
be used to achieve particular goals. And what is more, as a result of
this process of becoming aware, those goals are bound to shift. This
is not like simply learning from a book; it is a continuous process of
exploration that is never finished and can always go deeper (see the previous case study on cooperation). Examples of this can already be found
within the Dutch police force, such as the ‘VDV movement’ within the
Criminal Investigation Division.17
Police officers are, it appears, driven to a significant extent by powerful motivations, including moral ones: providing assistance to those in
need, helping to bring about a fairer society and ensuring a safe and
orderly society for everybody (Van den Brink et al., 2016). This ‘moral
capacity’ is already highly developed, but researchers also cite a number of risk factors: a limited willingness to discuss issues or to hold
each other to account, and the attitude of senior managers when mistakes have been made (Van den Brink et al., 2016). It follows from these
research findings that the development of police units is being hampered by dysfunctional patterns in the relationships between managers
and operational divisions, and in the way that information is shared
within operational divisions (Landman, Kouwenhoven & Brussen,
2016). These risks and obstacles reveal the need to have a look ‘inside’,
a perspective from within. The issues cannot be resolved by simply
commanding that it be so. We will need to apply our growing understanding of how people actually function and work together to arrive at
alternative forms of understanding and take a fresh perspective. It is
clear that the attribution of deeper meaning and moral significance can
never take place in isolation. And this applies above all in the domain of
the group. For more on this subject, see the chapter on group resilience.
A local police officer from central Amsterdam talks about the protests
calling for a better collective labour agreement (Haenen & Schravesande in NRC Handelsblad, 15 August 2015):
‘Despite everything, and no matter which protest actions are taken, this
officer will never turn the other way if he sees a crime being committed.
“Failing to act completely would be unthinkable for a police officer.
Upholding the law becomes a part of your soul.”’

17

See (in Dutch) http://www.politieacademie.politie.nl/onderwijs/overdescholen/spl/
overdespl/Pages/’VDV-beweging’-op-roadtour.aspx.
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Remaining questions
Our search for deeper significance has revealed the (moral) issues that
are continually being addressed in the course of police work, but which
have hitherto received no systematic attention (Van ’t Hoog & Zock,
2014). We have also seen that the existing moral capacity of the police
is considerable, but certainly merits closer attention in the fields of
connectedness (Van den Brink et al., 2016). Future research will not
focus on stories about the world of professional practice, but on changing that practice. The following questions are on the agenda for the
future: What does ‘understanding from the inside’ mean in terms of
performance? How can this be applied within operational divisions and
teams (in terms of practice and education)? How are the dynamics of
attributing sense and meaning associated with the areas of mental control and physical recovery? The relationship between attributing meaning and the group perspective will be central to this research.

Resilience: three domains connected
On ‘body-mind-spirit’ and ‘mind-heart-abdomen-hand’

Blog: Tough decision18
It is a quiet, cold night. I’m working the night shift with my colleague Edwin.
There hasn’t been much to do. As we do our patrol rounds in the neighbourhood, we chat about anything and everything. We decide to go back to the station a little early for a cup of coffee as we wait to be relieved by the arrival of the
early shift. It’s about 6:10 a.m. when the radio suddenly crackles into life. The
operator in the control room asks if we can drive to the canal. Someone has
jumped from the bridge. The adrenaline courses through my body immediately and we drive to the scene as fast as we can. On the bridge, we get out of the
car and run over to the railings. I immediately see two slippers on the ground
– so the report was true. We lean as far as we can over the railings to look down
towards the water. I can make out someone floating in the darkness, at least
fifteen metres below us. A few curious members of the public have also stopped
their cars to see what is going on. We call out into the darkness, but there’s no
reply. The victim may already have been immobilized by the cold water. We
decide to drive quickly down to the side of the canal. Because of the way the
wind is coming, the victim is being pushed in that direction.
The canal is about 40 metres wide at this point. We hope that we might be
able to rescue the victim from the water with a rope. But he’s bobbing up and
down and with each attempt, we just miss him. He’s not moving, only his
head remains above the water. We call out again and shine a torch towards
18

Thanks to the sharp eye of Sjaak Louwerse, who found case histories and other stories and
shared these with the authors: https://www.politie.nl/blogs/00-korpsmedia/blog-moeilijke-beslissing.html.
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the victim. Nothing is working. I look at my colleague and see that just like
me, he is frustrated that there’s so little we can do. We both want to dive into
the water to save him, but that’s not an option. The drowning man is over 25
metres away from us. In these freezing conditions, our muscles would freeze
up within a few seconds of entering the water. Members of the public are now
arriving from all sides. One person wants to get undressed and dive into the
water. The onlookers are shouting at us: ‘Why don’t you go in?’ But getting
into the water would be suicide. We have to work hard just to hold them back.
All kinds of emotions are going through me, I know exactly how they feel. They
want to save the man, just like me. But I have to stop them from going into the
water. Otherwise we’ll have more victims on our hands.
The drowning man is disappearing under the water for longer now, and finally
he stops coming up at all. Colleagues are on the scene now, helping us to deal
with the onlookers. Fortunately, just after this, the divers arrive from the fire
brigade. There’s also an ambulance pulling up, but on the other side of the canal. Later I hear that a member of the public had to be restrained on that side
too, to prevent him from going into the water. The firemen are able to retrieve
the man from the water using a boat. A second ambulance arrives.
They spend a long time trying to revive the man and eventually they take him
to the hospital. But it’s not long before the news comes through that it was not
possible to revive him – he has died. My colleague and I look at each other.
We are both overcome with emotion, our legs are shaking. I lean against the
side of the car for support, the tears welling up and stinging my eyes. Again,
that feeling of frustration that I could not save the man. A diver from the fire
brigade and a paramedic see us standing there, distraught. They come over
and I feel an arm around my shoulder. The only thing they say is: ‘You did the
right thing! You couldn’t have gone into that water – you would never have
survived.’ It’s good to hear. Fellow professionals who affirm the tough decision
we made with a simple gesture and a few words. Suddenly there are two women next to us. One of them has a piece of paper in her hand. Their brother is
missing. The description fits that of the victim. The piece of paper turns out
to be a suicide note. Their faces are full of despair and hopelessness. The man
lived nearby, it seems, and my colleague and I go with them to the house. The
whole family is there, and everyone is asking questions. We tell them as much
as we can. I can see the grief on their faces. When the questions stop, I ask
if I can make them some coffee, which I bring into the living room for them.
Then my colleague and I leave for the police station. There, we describe the
events again, briefly, and we go home. At home, in bed, I can’t sleep. I can still
see the man floating in the water, and then disappearing under the surface. I
get up early. My team leader calls me half-way through the day. He has heard
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the whole story. He also says that we made the right decision and acted very
professionally. I’m glad that he says this, even though I don’t feel like it’s true.
A person died, after all.
The local newspaper publishes an article. It says that we – the police – let
the man drown because we did nothing to save him. My team leader and
the local police officer in the neighbourhood where the victim lived decide to
contact with the newspaper to explain our actions. They also visit the family
to explain the circumstances to them. The family now has the full story and
do not hold us responsible. That helps me to feel a little better, but of course
the frustration and the feeling of powerlessness do not go away. It is difficult to
defend yourself against people who make their minds up without knowing the
full story. The image of the drowning man stays in my memory. That was one
of the toughest decisions I have ever had to take.
(26 February 2015 – Wijnand de Gelder)
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Policing is full of adventure and variety, but also monotony. At the
same time, the more troubling aspects of humanity come up time and
again: police officers are regularly confronted with death, wrong-doing, threats, suffering and horrific scenes. Such extremes are often
accompanied by intense feelings – pride, gratitude and fulfilment often
go hand in hand with anger, helplessness, sorrow, anxiety, guilt and
shame. The sense of purpose and meaning, the deep-seated motivation
and the circumstances with high impact are all fundamental aspects
of police work: only people who are intrinsically motivated can cope to
keep going in the face of such tough and demanding work. And yet,
anyone whose motivation to do the job that they do is so deep-seated
is vulnerable in a very real sense: the deeper the sensitivity, the greater
the effect and the greater the chance of being affected by one’s work
at a very profound level. If something does not come close, it is much
easier just to put set-backs behind you and get on with things. But when
your commitment runs deep, your experience is profound. The impact
works on two levels – it is based both on your own sense of purpose
(because you are driven by your own personal mission, your moral values, and deep-seated motivation) as well as on the events with high
impact that you have lived through (horrific events or threatening situations). But despite this profound vulnerability, psycho-social symptoms
such as trauma do not always follow as a consequence. However, these
symptoms are the first thing we look out for. Yet this vulnerability first
and foremost manifests itself in conduct (professionalism/craftsmanship): self-confidence or reluctance/hesitation to act, pride or despair.
Perhaps it is reflected even more clearly in social interactions within the
organization: on the one hand, a sense of fraternity and loyalty, and on
the other hand, incomprehension, deep disillusionment, exclusion or
miscommunication. This mechanism has a crucial effect on the interconnectedness that is an essential part of working with others. By definition, then, resilience is relevant to groups of people who work together
(see the chapter on group resilience).
‘I think I’m becoming more resilient by listening to myself and picking
up signals. (…) To me, becoming more resilient means becoming more
human. Working all the time on tidying up my inner self.’ (operations
coordinator)
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The definition explained
Because police work goes to the very heart of being human, we need
to examine and understand human processes in order to develop policing. This has been at the core of all our research into resilience and
requires a workable definition. In the international scientific literature, resilience is often described as the ability to rebound in challenging circumstances (Everly, 2011). However, this leaves us none the wiser
about the underlying mechanisms: how is someone able to rebound?19
Furthermore, resilience is not a static personal characteristic, but a complex construct in which external factors play an important role (Sollie
& Kop, 2015; Bogaerts, 2013). Some researchers have indicated that it is
not just mental processes that are involved, but also physical (Bonnano,
2004). Others include a third dimension: relational aspects (Pole et al.,
2006). Mental processes relate to how people maintain control, cope,
and find ways to maintain their well-being and continue functioning.
In an extensive handbook that brings together a great deal of different
research work, Reich and colleagues (Kent, Davis & Reich, 2014; Reich,
Zautra & Hall, 2010) add another important element to mental control:
the attribution of meaning. The importance of attributing a sense or
meaning to what we do and the experiences we undergo is also cited
by other researchers (Van den Brink et al., 2016; Van ’t Hoog & Zock,
2014; Van Beek, Taris & Schaufeli, 2013). Bogaerts (2013) concludes that
the specific context of police work must be taken into account in any
attempt to define resilience.
The basic concept of resilience is meaningful control: people can continue to perform for longer under challenging circumstances if they
feel that they can exert a meaningful influence. In a sense, this addition of significance or the attribution of meaning is associated with
the relational aspects mentioned above, because meaning can only
occur through a relationship with other people. Meaning, sense and
moral values only become relevant when one is connected with others
in a particular context; they cannot apply to an individual in isolation.
This aspect of resilience relates to ‘inner wholeness and connectedness’
(Chopko, 2011; Smith, 2009).

19

Rebounding suggest a return to the original state. Whether it really works that way
remains the question. The expression ‘sadder but wiser’, which is used in this context
often, would suggest a transformation. See also Carina van Leeuwen’s story in ‘Stories of
Resilience’.
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In line with the concepts and insights from the international literature
described above, professional resilience in the practice of policing in the
Netherlands is defined as follows:
The ability to function successfully in challenging conditions
In clear contrast to the scientific literature, resilience is not defined primarily in relation to traumatic (Bogaerts, 2013) or stressful (Southwick,
Vythilingam & Charney, 2005) experiences. The above definition puts
the quality of professional performance at the centre, without limiting
it to one single dimension, such as stress. The focus is on professionalism – in other words, the performance of police personnel. Although
this definition represents a departure from the majority of the existing
literature, it is certainly consistent with the ideas of scientists who have
conducted research within the police: ‘Because police officers are first
responders to potentially stressful situations, their ability to successfully manage stress is critical not only to their own mental health but to
the safety of society as a whole’ (Patterson et al., 2012; emphasis added).
The definition of ‘successfully’ has intentionally been left open. Interpreting what success means will, by definition, involve a joint exercise
in order to agree on what the specific significance or value of the work
is. This could be done at a highly abstract level, but it will also need to
be done in relation to each (major) task. This is impossible to define in
general terms and, moreover, a collective search for the significance
of work represents an essential aspect of the ultimate success (see, for
example, the research conducted by Nap, 2012). Another important
consideration is that resilience should not be construed as a static and
unchanging personality trait. As illustrated by the international literature, the basic principle is that resilience represents a dynamic process
of development (Bogaerts, 2013). This means that resilience cannot
simply be ‘measured’ at one particular moment in time, but must be
monitored over the longer term in order to draw any meaningful conclusions.

A working model for professional resilience
The word ‘ability’ in the definition refers to the basic physiological processes that ensure a person’s ability to function. This demands physical balance. The underlying mechanisms are biological in nature and
relate to the body’s homeostatic equilibrium (for a detailed explanation,
see the chapter entitled ‘Focus on the Body’). This balance is essen-
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tial to ensuring that the cells, tissues and organs of the body can continue to function, and the body’s internal clock also plays a role in this.
Adequate sleep, rest, activity and a healthy diet all play a crucial role
here.
The term ‘challenging conditions’ refers to the mental processes that
are used to maintain control and cope with situations. In its simplest
form, the model includes the use of resources (both internal and external) that come into play when confronted with stressors. This interplay
leads to outcomes that may be perceived either positively or negatively
(for a detailed explanation, see the chapter entitled ‘Focus on the
Mind’). Psychological problems or even drop out are only examples of
the possible range of negative outcomes in the mental domain that can
occur as a result of the interaction between stressors and resources.
Coping with the stress factors and challenges that police work presents
is central here, and is a key aspect of professionalism itself.
‘Successful’ functioning here means ‘doing meaningful work.’ This
refers to the essential meaning attributed by a person (or by a group or
organization) on the basis of his/her/its deeper identity. This area is
highly personal, but connectedness with others is crucial: the question of what is meaningful and what represents (moral) value or significance can never involve one person in isolation. Human interaction
will always play an essential role. In fact, this domain is dominated by
the concept of connectedness, and all the obstacles that may stand in
its way.
The aspects of professional resilience mentioned above are illustrated
in Figure 6 on the basis of three interconnected dimensions. These
dimensions do not stand in isolation from one another: they are connected and all three dimensions will always be involved at the same
time. Although it has yet to be extensively explored in a scientific manner, even the relationship between the physical and spiritual domains
of resilience has been explored, including among police personnel
(Charles, Travis & Smith, 2014). These dimensions all exert an influence over one another – which dimension we choose to focus on will
determine which aspects become the most apparent to us, and thus of
which aspects we are the most aware. The three dimensions and their
dependence on one another show clearly that research into resilience
requires a combination of different scientific domains (such as psychology, biology, philosophy, sociology) and research methods (Smit, 2013).
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Dimensions of resilience
Deeper significance/meaning

Mental control

Physical recovery

Figure 6

The three interconnected areas of professional resilience

The struggles of a researcher
(Annika Smit)
A comprehensive view of resilience, as shown in the above breakdown of its various dimensions, is not usually attempted in scientific
research. Rather, references are often made to aspects that fall within
just one of the three dimensions. Gradually I have discovered that this
way of ordering the dimensions of resilience actually corresponds to
models developed by other researchers abroad, who also investigate
resilience in the police force. The distinction between body, mind and
spirit can also be found in the Global Fitness Framework (GFF), which
refers to ‘physical’, ‘mental’ and ‘spiritual aspects’ (see for example
Rayment & Smith, 2013). It also mentions the individual, group and
societal levels (using slightly different terms, but in a way that broadly
corresponds with the individual, team and organizational levels; see
‘How to read this book’ in the introduction). The additional factor of
‘fitness’ has been added to the GFF, and incorporates strength, stamina, and suppleness.
Although I was in touch with researchers who have trodden the same
path I did, I also found myself at an impasse at certain points. I found
that I was missing something essential and I noted the words ‘level of
feelings’ in the margin next to my model. On the physical axis, feelings
became ‘sensation’, on the mental axis there was ‘emotion’ and at the
spiritual level, there was ‘experience’. But I had the idea that this still
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needed further development and that somehow it was strange that the
level of feelings had not been included in the model itself. During a
working visit, I learned from British researcher Jonathan Smith that he
was working on the same questions regarding emotions and feelings
as I was, and that he had also placed this outside the model (personal
communication). When I thought about this longer, I noticed that I
was somewhat uncomfortable with it, but I chose to ignore this feeling.
Until I had the chance to discuss the model with other people at greater
length.

Realizing that something was not right…
While talking things through with a coach, I noticed that I was
confused. I discovered that he had a slightly different picture in his
mind from the one that I had developed: he was talking about ‘the
head, the heart and the soul’. This intrigued me, because these were
precisely the words that I had used in my presentation at the Strong at
Work conference, one week previously. I had chosen the title based on
my intuition: Using your head, with heart and soul. But how exactly did
they relate to the three dimensions that came together in my working
model? I asked the coach what he meant by those three words. He said:
thinking, feeling and essential meaning. So, two verbs and a noun. So
what was the verb that belonged with the last one? We both decided
that it was the verb ‘to be’. And we took this a step further: thinking
happens in the head, feeling is associated with the heart, and being
occurs in the soul. Which part of the body is associated with the soul?
According to ancient Japanese tradition, it is the centre of gravity or
the core of the body: just below the navel, also known as the hara (Von
Dürckheim, 2005).
So, according to the coach’s model, the body or the physical dimension now occurred in three different areas of the body: the head, the
heart and the abdomen (hara). So what was missing in the working
model that I had developed? Comparing the two, I was able to cross
off ‘body’ and then I had two dimensions left in my model: ‘mind’ and
‘soul’. The aspect of feelings that I had noted in the margin was still
missing, and realized that I had come across this problem previously.
‘Mind’ includes both cognition (thinking) and emotion, but this fact
was not coming across in the model. Both thinking and feeling were
only implicit, therefore. But what is feeling, exactly? Is it only about
emotion? Is feeling not much more than that alone? I do not mean
the basic emotions like fear, but rather those feelings that have to do
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with love and empathy. Looking into this further, I discovered from
the scientific literature that emotions and physical sensations actually
activate different underlying networks in the brain (Oosterwijk et al.,
2012). Moreover, the experience of love really does lift the heart most
of all – more than all the other emotions investigated (Nummenmaa
et al., 2013).
Suddenly, I saw that something strange was going on in my own model:
on the physical axis, the mechanism of action was clear (homeostatic
recovery), but on the mental and spiritual axes, there was no equivalent. The essence was there (control, meaning), but not the mechanism
by which it occurs. What was that mechanism? That uncomfortable
feeling that I had experienced earlier suddenly came back: somewhere
something was not right here… I wondered what it was that made that
feeling unpleasant. What if I just completely let go of the model I had
developed? That gave me a feeling of space and freedom – it was anything but unpleasant. It was my denial that anything was wrong that
felt unpleasant. And not so much the confusion that had given rise to
that realization. I needed to do something, though, I realized that too.
Excerpts from the researcher’s diary entries:
2 February 2015
I notice that both ‘feeling’ and ‘abdomen’ are a source of confusion;
and that they come together in the phrase ‘gut feeling’. You can feel
all kinds of things – even fear, for example – but that’s not what I
mean when I talk about the heart. Where are our emotions located?
That’s difficult to say. We sometimes use the phrase ‘heart-felt’. But
where is intuition located? What is a ‘gut feeling’? I need to work on
these questions, I want to make some progress on this.
(…)
How do the heart and the soul relate to one another? The question
should be: how do ‘feeling’ and ‘being’ relate to one another? ‘Being’
is the foundation – the key note? ‘Feeling’ has a higher frequency. (…)
Soul and mind belong together. But shouldn’t they actually be separated? How does ‘feeling’ relate to the chakras? Is ‘feeling’ another
interpretation of ‘being’? ‘Being’ is the core and ‘feeling’ is the experience of being. (…)
Let’s keep it simple. A human being primarily uses his or her head
in order to think. A human being feels: ‘This is affecting me. You are
touching me.’
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What does sharing with your head look like? Thinking, analysing.
Opening your heart, that is something different. Sympathizing,
empathizing, connecting. Is connectedness located in the heart?
What about ‘being’? Is that connecting? In my view this is not the act
of connecting as with the heart, but you are connected.
Thinking, to my mind, always involves separation: here you’re sharing. You put it down and everyone takes what they need, and then
you separate again. The heart opens: enables a connection to occur.
‘Being’ is the connection itself.
Now I have to stop.
4 February 2015
I can also ‘feel’ with my throat; that’s where the emotions seem to be
located… My heart feels selfless; my throat is more personal to me.
My heart feels like the opening of a connection, a kind of portal. My
‘being’ – that particular place in my abdomen – feels like peace and
space, where the connection is located. Connecting with your heart
involves a contrast: you and me. ‘Being’ feels like it is included in
everything, while at the same time you can find in it a very personal
mission. But it is an experience of space. The heart has connotations
of feeling. That’s where love is located, I believe. Is ‘being’ not love? It
feels more like peace and space. It is, as in: ‘It is fine’. There is no connotation of feeling, as there is with the heart. Something can enter
into your heart, while ‘being’ means it is already there.
(…)
Why do I think that we have a spiritual core that we can demonstrate
physically? How come I see ‘being’ as a source, see as the core or
origin?
Why is it that I see everything from the perspective of connectedness?

An alternative model
As this process took its course, I started to realize that the verb ‘to feel’
can mean many different things: to experience an emotion, but also to
empathize with someone, or to have a gut feeling about something (a
type of intuition). Feeling can also be a neutral process – the information that we receive from our senses, such as touching something or
feeling changes in temperature. That is a sensory perception, which in
my model I associated with physical sensation. But this is of a different
order to ‘feeling’; this is something else I would have to figure out.
For ‘being/soul’, I used the word ‘abdomen’: but this was not precise
enough, because there was much more to the abdomen than ‘being’.
This can easily be confused with, for example, anxiety, which is also
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felt in the vicinity of the abdomen (slightly higher, in the stomach). But
I did not have a better alternative; to my knowledge, there is no word
in our language that has the same precision as the Japanese word hara.
I discussed my confusion and new ideas with several people. Fortunately, I have colleagues20 who take me seriously, and who make every
effort to follow my thought processes without assuming that I am crazy
(at least not while I am around). I reflected and I also tried to experience, sometimes under the guidance of the coach. And I tried to connect and understand my thinking and experience. It was obvious that
I would not make any progress if I continued to think only in terms of
specialist, Western scientific disciplines. This would require some new
forms of understanding, for example from the Eastern traditions – and
experiential learning. I understood better where the difficulty was,
for me – my work model lacked a specific place for ‘feeling’. And that
meant that it was missing something. I also remembered that some
people had commented on this during sessions and meetings. At the
time I had explained that I viewed emotions as part of the mind. But
that was slightly confusing, I now realized. Those people might have
said something that I had not heard properly, and I had answered by
explaining rather than asking more questions about what they meant.
Then I decided to create another model – one that would address my
own confusion, incorporate insights from Eastern wisdom (including
Von Dürckheim, 2005), and relate to my own experiences. A few of
the trainers from the Police Academy21 would sometimes help me (and
correct me), and they had a lot of experience of Eastern traditions due
to their knowledge of martial arts. I contrasted this alternative model
with my existing working model, which had its origins in the Western
scientific tradition (biology, psychology, theology/philosophy). First I
drew a square, to represent the ‘material’ world. Next to this, I drew a
cloud, to stand for the ‘immaterial’. Then I realized that I would rather
not use geometric shapes. I wanted the mechanisms that occur in a
human being to be central (see Figure 7).

20 With particular thanks to Ilse Vogelzang, Hilde Heitkönig, René Verzijl and Manette
Baggen.
21 With particular thanks to Richard Woord and Jerôme Lam.
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Figure 7

Resilience expressed in terms of material and immaterial
mechanisms of action: homeostatic recovery, respectively
connectedness between head (thinking), heart (feeling),
abdomen (being) and hand (doing/action)

In the tangible world of cells, the mechanism is homeostatic recovery. In the ‘intangible’ world, according to my hypothesis, it is about
achieving connectedness or congruence. Any restriction or obstruction
means that the head, heart and abdomen are not aligned properly, and
that there is no proper flow between them. This ‘flow’ may be associated with the concept described in the Chinese tradition of life energy –
or qi – which is now the subject of scientific investigations in the field of
medicine (Lo et al., 2013). The flow stops if, for example, thinking and
feeling are not properly connected: something does not feel good, but
you tell yourself that you just have to do it anyway. ‘To do’: your hands
are also part of that process! The head-heart-hand classification, I realized, corresponded to the idea of ‘human dynamics’, but also to certain
methods used in psychotherapy (Tasker, Loftus & Higgs, 2012). The
‘soul’ or meaning was still missing, however: that area where a person’s
inner meaning connects with the larger whole. In other words, that
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which is referred to as hara in the Japanese tradition (Von Dürckheim,
2005). Sensory perception seems to be positioned between the material
and the immaterial dimensions: this represents the unique transition
from the tangible domain to the intangible domain, which at least I do
not completely understand. In some sense, this also applies to the hand
(in the opposite direction), as our deeds represent the transition from
the intangible domain to the perceptible reality: behaviour, attitude,
expression (including verbal expression).

Comparing the two models
The first diagram (Figure 6) has a bodily or physical basis, and homeostatic recovery is the key process. The upper levels make up ‘meaningful control’: the central mental concept of control cannot occur without
the addition of significant meaning in the domain of the spirit. In
the second diagram (Figure 7), the physical and cell-biological level of
homeostatic recovery is complemented by the mechanism of ‘meaningful control’: the connection or flow between what you think, feel,
are and do. One striking difference is that in Figure 6, the body (the
physical) forms the basis, while in Figure 7 the basis is being/essential
meaning (the spirit).
The aspects of professional resilience mentioned above are illustrated
in Figure 8 on the basis of three interconnected dimensions: the body
(physical recovery), the mind (mental control) and the soul/the attribution of meaning and significance (essential meaning). These three
dimensions do not stand in isolation from one another, and influence
one another. What we see will depend on what we choose to focus on.
It also depends on what we are most aware of. The mental dimension
cannot exist without the spiritual dimension: control is necessary to
continue functioning under challenging circumstances, but we are not
talking about unlimited control. Indeed, searching for unlimited control is unhealthy and is also doomed to failure. We are referring here
to meaningful control. Together, these dimensions make up the bottom
layer in the triangle: meaningful control.
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The three interconnected domains of professional resilience: the body (physical), the mind (mental) and the
spirit (meaning). To establish meaningful control requires
a connection between what one does in practice, what
one thinks, what one feels, and what one is, plus reflection
thereon

Meaningful control is not easily attained in police work, particularly
given its complexity and the moral tensions that often arise. This may
well promote a cynical attitude, because the police are simply unable
to ‘do the right thing’ for everyone. It is impossible to serve everyone’s
interests at the same time (civilians, victims, suspects, mayors, judges,
legislators and so on). ‘Everyone thinks they know how to do things better, but no one is prepared to go out there and put themselves at risk,’
as it was put in one recent study (Van den Brink et al., 2016). Although
56% of police officers say they have become more cynical over the years,
the Dutch police organization is by no means made up entirely of cynics. The same study actually showed that 85% of police officers want to
make a difference to society.
The extent of the complexities that are inherent in the relationship
between thinking, feeling, being and doing is very evident from the
blog at the beginning of this chapter (this case study is considered
in more detail below). When one person experiences an ‘obstruction’
between these different aspects, this is a sign that something is out of
balance. This is the case when, for example, someone constantly feels
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ill at ease with the things that he or she does at work – whether it is
because they are not enjoying their work, because the work is contrary
to their values, or the work is too physically demanding. Or, equally,
when someone thinks that they are obliged to do something, but it does
not feel right. These types of signals mean that a process of exploration
is needed, in order to understand how the connections are functioning
on the inside. The three dimensions of resilience can be formulated in
the form of a question:
To what extent does my physical recovery allow me to focus on the things
that I want to be aware of and have control over, so that I take meaningful
action?
The key concepts in this question are: recovery, focus, control, meaning
and awareness. The last of these concepts is, in a certain sense, the
most important: finding a balance in the connections between the three
dimensions demands awareness (or a process of becoming aware) and
reflection. This is an ongoing process that is never ‘finished’, because
maintaining equilibrium is a dynamic process. Above all, resilience
(physical recovery, mental control, giving meaning) represents a way of
life, an attitude and a willingness to become and remain aware: being
able to carry out police work in a sustainable manner by turning one’s
gaze inwards in connection with others.
Case study: tough decision
The blog at the start of this chapter concerns physical aspects, as
well as thinking-feeling-being-doing: ‘The adrenaline courses through
my body immediately and we drive to the scene as fast as we can’ [physical]; ‘All kinds of emotions are going through me, I know exactly how
they feel’ [feeling]; ‘We both want to dive into the water to save him
[being], but that’s not an option’ [thinking]; ‘But I have to stop them
from going into the water’ [doing]. The use of the word ‘but’ indicates that contradictions are being experienced. In other words, the
‘flow’ is being obstructed, and the connectedness between the head
(thinking), the heart (feeling), the abdomen (being), and the hand
(doing) is being affected. This obstruction or lack of flow is also clear
when the officer says: ‘I look at my colleague and see that just like me,
he is frustrated that there’s so little we can do’; and ‘I’m glad that he
says this, even though I don’t feel like it’s true.’ All of this means that
the events are having a very powerful effect on him; he finds it impossible to stop thinking about them: ‘At home, in bed, I can’t sleep’ and
‘… the frustration and the feeling of powerlessness do not go away.’ The
officer states clearly what he finds stressful here: ‘Their faces are full of
despair and hopelessness’; ‘I can see the grief on their faces’; ‘the image
of the floating man stays in my memory’; and, a second factor:
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‘It is difficult to defend yourself against people who make their minds
up without knowing the full story’. The police officer describes very
openly how trying to find meaningful control can be a tremendous
struggle. And yet he is not completely powerless, let alone indecisive:
‘We have to work hard just to hold them back’; ‘When the questions
stop, I ask if I can make them some coffee, which I bring into the living room for them’. He still is able to act meaningfully in the drama
that has taken place, no matter how small he perceives this meaning
to be. Although he does not explicitly label this as a ‘meaning’, the
value of the actions that he and his colleagues took is clear from the
story: he prevented others from jumping into the water and almost
certainly dying, and he provided human warmth to the bereaved family by spending time with them and making coffee. He also explains
what helps him through this process of struggle: ‘They come over and
I feel an arm around my shoulder’; ‘My team leader calls me half-way
through the day […] He also says that we made the right decision and
acted very professionally’; ‘My team leader and the local police officer
[…] explain our actions’.
What this case study illustrates is how difficult it is to achieve meaningful control and what this can involve: doing, thinking, feeling,
being – as well as reflecting on the connectedness between these
aspects. It is sometimes extremely difficult to keep connected. It is
not always possible (immediately); it can be a real struggle. In this
situation, there are no obvious solutions. On the one hand, this has
implications for professionalism and how it can be developed: understanding and first-hand experience of the functioning of the physical-mental balance can help us, for example, to continue to do our
job under stressful circumstances (Renden, 2015b; Nieuwenhuys &
Oudejans, 2011). On the other hand, this can have a direct impact on
the health and well-being of the police officer involved. Here, too, it
is crucial to understand and be aware of what is going on: it is necessary to recognize these aspects of humanity – rather than ignoring
what is happening under the surface or running away from it. Facing
up to what is going on and accepting it (Chopko, 2011) allows us to
begin processing it, and this can ultimately lead to personal growth
(see, e.g. Chopko, 2010).
It is not always possible to engage in this process in a conscious
manner immediately; sometimes this is simply too difficult, and people need more time to face up to things more gently and gradually.
The danger lies in systematically suppressing or ignoring what is
going on in one’s head, heart and abdomen (or aspects thereof) in
relation to one’s own actions. One could pretend to oneself or others that nothing comes in, but once a struggle is underway, this will
occur internally regardless of whether you want to recognize it or not.
After all, people are not robots, and that includes police officers. No
matter how much someone has been through in the past, nobody
can become immune to inhumane situations. This can often be seen
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in case studies involving post-traumatic stress (Smit et al., 2013) –
police officers who genuinely imagined they could handle anything
suddenly begin to suffer from problems after an incident of a type
that they have already experienced many times before (Gersons &
Burger, 2012). Such cases also reveal that we are talking about a process, rather than a static personality trait (being resilient or not). For
all of us, resilience means that sometimes, under certain circumstances, the process of being connected just does not work.

Summary so far, and remaining questions
In essence, resilience represents a quest – a mission, in which the goal
of police officers is to remain human in the deepest sense of the word.22
The definition and models presented here do not mean that we have
discovered some kind of panacea that we can use to ensure that this
happens all the time. However, the definition that has been formulated
for the purposes of police work does provide (at this stage) sufficient
clarity for resilience to be researched in greater depth as we move forward. Using key findings from research, we have been able to construct
a model that can help us to understand the different aspects that are
involved in resilience and how they fit together. This will help us to
understand what it is we mean when we use the word ‘resilience’, even
if we still have a very long way to go. We have created a frame of reference. The struggles experienced by the researcher also show that there
are no definitive answers when it comes to resilience, and that there
possibly never will be. We have shown clearly how further research can
be carried out, which types of logic can be used, how much we already
know, and, to some extent, what remains unknown; that is – as far as
our consciousness reaches with our current insight.
‘Reality’ can only be approached by incorporating a range of different
dimensions at the same time. But the way in which these different
aspects – which are often difficult to put into words – interrelate cannot possibly be fully captured in one watertight model. The models
described here are made up of components that have not been tested
empirically, and which may not even be possible to test. The functioning of the body we can explain rather well, although no biologist can
explain exactly how and why a liver cell does not develop into a hair
cell (although occasionally this does happen), even though all cells contain the same DNA. The functioning of the ‘soul’ and the nature of
22 See also the story of Anita Leeser-Gassan in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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‘essential meaning’ are even more complex. There are entire universities filled with scientists who would never permit such concepts to
play a role in their research – for all kinds of different reasons. And yet
it is precisely this (scientific) challenge – one that is so new to Western
civilization – that we have chosen to take up, by integrating less obvious
aspects into our developing understanding of the role of humanity in
police work. At the same time, this means that in the years to come we
will face all sorts of new questions which at the current time we cannot possibly conceive of. Resilience includes a combination of areas of
human existence that have been researched extensively and others that
have hardly been researched at all.
In Figure 8, connectedness is the central point; this is the internal connectedness that can be found within one individual. At the same, connectedness is also the theme of the following chapter, about group
resilience, in which the connections between people are central. Clearly,
these two types of connectedness are related to one another. One major
hypothesis that deserves further study is that our internal connectedness is tightly related to our external connectedness (with other people).

Group resilience: collective connectedness
On open listening and improvising

A fable about resilience
As the highly revered ruler of the Animal Kingdom, a few months ago
the Lion was asked to pick the winner of the coveted trophy at the
Summer Games in the forest where the animals lived. The Lion had
said yes straight away but it wasn’t until the day of the Games that it
became clear to him exactly what the contest was all about: he had to
pick the most resilient team at the Games. Immediately, he started
to feel uncomfortable. ‘What should I be looking for, exactly?’ he
asked himself. But not out loud, because he did not want to alarm the
other animals unnecessarily. Or disappoint them. And actually, he
didn’t really want them to know that he had no idea what to do about
the prize. He decided to go and see the Owl, who was so wise and
always knew exactly what to do. The Pigeons in the specialist reconnaissance unit helped him find the Owl, but it took them almost a
day – as unobtrusively as possible of course. Just before the award
ceremony, the Lion could feel the tension mounting. Then he saw the
Owl hovering high above between the treetops, before he swooped
down to land next to the Lion.
‘How can I help you, Lion?’ asked the Owl – he was the only member
of the Animal Kingdom who did not address the Lion using the words
‘Your Highness’. ‘I understand that you’d like my advice?’ The Lion
nodded and began to explain as fast as he could. But before he could
finish, and much to his irritation, the Owl interrupted him. ‘Why can’t
that bird just tell him what to do instead of asking questions all the
time?’ said the Lion to himself. ‘You keep talking about resilience,
but can you tell me what that is?’ the Owl asked before spreading his
wings and floating gently through the air for a few moments before
landing on a branch that was a little closer to the Lion. There was
silence for a moment. ‘Well it’s not an actual thing.
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Resilience – surely you must have heard of it before?’ said the Lion.
‘Well yes, I’ve heard of it,’ answered the Owl, narrowing his eyes. ‘But
I never understood what was meant by it. What does it mean to you?’
The Lion got the distinct impression that he was being tested, so he
started talking, telling the Owl everything he knew about health and
fitness, physical strength and how to avoid psycho-social problems.
But the Owl shook his wise head and the Lion fell silent. ‘I get the
impression that you think this is some kind of exam, but all I want
to know is what you mean by resilience. I haven’t quite managed to
figure it out myself. And I’m sure there must be more than one possible explanation.’
The Lion sat down on the ground. So not even the Owl knew what
resilience is? He felt very disappointed. But he also had another feeling, something he could not quite put into words. Still he had to think
of something – the award ceremony was going to start in ten minutes. ‘Which team do you think performed the best today?’ the Owl
asked him, hoping that the Lion would perk up. The Lion thought
for a minute. He wanted to say Team Three, because they were the
first to cross the finishing line. But he wasn’t quite sure. He wouldn’t
have wanted to be part of that team. All its members were in tip-top
shape – fit, well-trained and knowledgeable. But he had also noticed
how confident they all were in their own abilities. Each of the team
members thought that their way of doing things was the best. And
actually they didn’t agree on everything. During the competition they
had been too focused on winning to argue, but he wondered how
that team would fare if things got really tough. And what did this
imply about the different ways of interpreting resilience that the Owl
had just been talking about? He told the Owl what he was thinking.
‘Just imagine that your Kingdom went to war with the Ravens – now,
that’s not entirely unthinkable is it? Which team would you have the
most confidence in?’ asked the Owl. ‘Team Nine!’ the Lion answered
immediately, without even having to think. But quickly he became
unsure again and he changed his mind. ‘What’s going on?’ asked
the Owl. ‘I just don’t understand it at all!’ shouted the Lion. ‘Team
Nine only came fifth. How can I award the trophy to them?’ The Owl
looked at him expectantly. ‘They didn’t come anywhere close to winning,’ the Lion mumbled sheepishly. ‘Maybe resilience doesn’t mean
winning,’ the Owl suggested. The Lion wondered what that really
meant, but he felt like the Owl was right. ‘So what is resilience about
then?’ the Owl asked. ‘About succeeding,’ replied the Lion. ‘And what
does success mean, in this case?’ the Owl asked. The Lion explained
that he’d seen how well the team had worked together. In the game
with the hidden berries, they had developed a strategy for finding
them because they did not assume that there was one best way of
finding them all. And above all, they were very good at listening to
each other’s ideas. ‘And so they also learned something, and that
is something that they could never have achieved working on their
own,’ said the Owl. The Lion nodded. ‘That was more important than
finishing in first place. It was as if they had their own objective. And
that wasn’t just to beat all the other teams.’
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The Owl saw that the Lion had suddenly started to look rather anxious again. ‘Why are you looking so worried? I think you’ve made your
decision.’ The Lion grumbles. ‘But now I have another problem,’ he
said, frowning even more. ‘Everyone will be expecting me to choose
Team Three. How can I choose a different team? What am I supposed to do now?’ The Owl asked another question: ‘So what would
you like to do?’ Irritated again, the Lion roared something unintelligible again – can’t that bird do anything except ask me questions? ‘Why
don’t you just give me a straight answer?’ In the distance he could
already see the Giraffes walking towards him – they were coming to
pick him up for the award ceremony. ‘This isn’t about choosing the
most resilient team any more, Lion. This is about your own resilience.’
The Owl flew off to another tree a little further away. The Lion called
after him. ‘Don’t fly away, just when I need you the most!’ The Owl
looked back and winked at him. ‘I can’t give you any answers.’ The
Giraffes were getting closer. The Lion stood up. The Owl took off
again, circling a few metres above the Lion’s head. ‘If resilience is
all about succeeding,’ asked Owl, ‘what’s to be done now?’ The Lion
looked up at the Owl, his wings spread wide. The sky was glowing
red behind him. The sun was setting. Suddenly, he had a thought
and began to smile. ‘I don’t know for sure,’ he said, ‘but I have just
thought of another question: if resilience is not about winning, how
can I choose a winner?’ He turned to walk slowly over to the clearing
in the forest, where everyone was waiting for him.
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While the other chapters in this book have been primarily about individual resilience, this chapter focuses on group resilience. Group resilience is different from the individual resilience of the members of a
group. The best way to appreciate this difference is to consider what a
group actually is. ‘A (social) group refers to two or more people that are
connected to one another in a particular way’ (Macionis & Plummer,
2002, p. 126; De Jong, 1999, p. 138). People form groups almost continuously – whether as couples, families, friends, colleagues, or because
they share political views, interests or hobbies. Groups distinguish
themselves from other groups and individuals by what they have in
common, for example by what they do together and by the goals that
they try to achieve. They do so by forming connections with each other,
and it is precisely that connection that makes a group visible. The connections between people are what constitute a group.
When we study group resilience, the focus is not primarily on the individuals in the group, nor on the sum of those individuals, but rather
on what happens between them.23 A group is not simply the sum or an
average of its individual members, it is more than this – or rather, it is
different from this. This implies that a resilient group cannot be automatically created simply by bringing together people who are resilient
at the individual level. Nevertheless, some groups are more resilient
than others. What does this depend on? What happens between the
members of resilient groups or teams? Which factors play a role? This
chapter explores these questions concerning group resilience.

The strength of connectedness
What do we mean by connection and connectedness? What are we talking about, exactly?

23

See also the story of Alain Remue in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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Figure 9

Figure 10

Figure 9 shows a collection of individuals. Figure 10 shows something
different – a collective, group, team, network or system. The connections between the individuals form the group. When it comes to group
resilience, those connections become visible. This does not mean that
the individual is unimportant, but the focus is on the group that is
created through those connections. A relationship between two people
shows that connections can take different forms (Figure 11):

we

I

you

Figure 11

The connection between two people: ‘I and you’ (polarity)
and ‘we’ (when a connection is made)

I, you and we (oneness, twoness and thirdness)
Figure 11 shows three different entities: the ‘I’, the ‘you’ and the ‘we’.
The I and the you are two separate individuals. When the I and the you
come together to form the we, the individuals cease to be experienced as
separate polarities. This is referred to as a symbolic space of connection: ‘thirdness’ (Benjamin, 2007; Benjamin, 2004, p. 7), also referred
to as a separate entity: the 3rd Entity™ (CRR Global, 2014, p. 7).
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Thirdness is a symbolic space – not a person or a thing – in which the I
and the you come together on the basis of mutual recognition (inter-subjectivity). Within this space, there is room for both difference or separateness (authenticity) and connection. Both the individuals involved
are capable of putting aside their own perspectives and beliefs, and to
be sensitive to the reality of the other person. In that sense, thirdness
implies an acceptance of the fact that there are differences between the
individuals involved and that neither individual is seeking to dominate
or persuade the other. This being said, talking about these differences
and entering into a dialogue are among the possibilities that this type
of space creates. In addition, each individual retains his or her own
authenticity and autonomy; it is not the case that the individuals merge
into one another. This means that surrender to thirdness is not the
same as submission, in a sense that one of the individuals dominates
the other.
However, when it comes to interactions the symbolic space of connection in thirdness isn’t always there. When there is no mutual recognition (and individuals do not feel that they are heard or seen by one
another), this is called complementary connection or twoness. This
form of connection involves coercion: the pre-existing notions of one
person dominate and are imposed on the other. In twoness, there is
no room for cooperation or sharing, and the different viewpoints are
irreconcilable: it becomes a question of ‘either I’m crazy or you’re
crazy’. Conformity or resistance appear to be the only options (Benjamin, 2007; 2004). A view of the world which only seems to distinguish
between those who fight and rule over others on the one hand, and the
subjugated or the victims on the other hand, seems to be quite frequent
(Brown, 2013). Oneness or merger, meanwhile, describes a connection
in which the difference between individuals is denied. In this case, the
other person is completely subsumed by the dominant entity (Benjamin, 2007; 2004).

Levels of open listening
Connecting on the basis of equality of viewpoints helps people to work
together in a positive and productive way. It enables deeper exchanges
between people, rather than polarization and dominance (fighting
against each other or seeking to overwhelm each other). Connecting in
this way requires a certain degree of openness between people. The different levels of openness can be distinguished in the area of listening.
Theory U describes four levels of listening: downloading, open mind
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listening, open heart listening and open will listening (Scharmer,
2009). The open levels of listening would appear to promote mutual
recognition, although the connection between the two theories – thirdness and Theory U – is not cited in the literature.
The first level of listening is essentially a closed form of listening, and
is referred to as downloading. This means that the listener places what
the other person says within his or her own frame of reference and
moral framework. Everything that the other person says simply confirms what the listener already knew (Scharmer, 2009). Listening while
remaining open to new things that you did not already know characterizes the second level of listening, which is referred to as factual listening
(or listening with an open mind). This involves seeking not to judge
what the other person is saying and, as much as possible, letting go of
your own preconceptions and viewpoints. Forming an opinion (and not
necessarily in the normative sense of right or wrong) is only human,
of course. We humans are constantly making judgements. This means
that ‘downloading’ involves much less energy and is the most frequent
form of listening. To illustrate, three out of ten of the issues in operational teams in the Dutch police force were found to relate to this closed
form of listening to others – ‘stubborn preconceptions’, ‘only seeing
one point of view’ and ‘more of the same’ (Landman, Kouwenhoven
& Brussen, 2016). Factual listening, by contrast, means allowing ourselves to be surprised by what the other person says, so that we allow
another world in that has patterns different from our own, and begin to
see reality as it occurs (Scharmer, 2009).
Case study: an exchange of views between teachers24
During a training session for teachers in the basic police training programme, a conversation took place about how to provide support for
one particular recruit following a traumatic experience. One teacher
took the view that he was not a psychologist and that it should be
left to the experts to provide support. Another teacher stressed how
important it is to use such a case as an example in the classroom.
The other teachers in the group responded to this idea immediately.
They all sought to articulate their own view, often by rejecting the
view of the other. This only seemed to make the gap between them
wider and fed the discussion. The facilitator of the session intervened
by clearly summarizing all the points made.
The arguments of the group were not really contradictory; in fact, they
complemented one another. When the various arguments were

24 This session took place as part of the ‘formation’ development in police education, see the
story of Remmert de Wit in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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untangled and summarized, the following picture emerged: (1) teachers can be a resource and provide support for individual students by
helping them to explore and understand the biological, psychological
and spiritual aspects of resilience; (2) when a teacher has doubts about
whether the natural recovery process will be enough, it is important to
ensure that professional support is available; (3) discussing the case
and looking at the processes of resilience that are at play can provide a
good example that the entire group of recruits could learn from – but it
is important to stimulate a sense of safety to open up in the group and
consider the phase of the recovery process that the recruit in question
is currently in; (4) the way in which the case and the associated experiences were discussed in the group could provide concrete opportunities to practise open listening with the recruits.
When people (including teachers) become involved in a heated debate
about a fundamental issue that affects them personally, they often
use this as a way to let off steam. However, this reduces the scope for
seeing the other person’s point of view and quickly leads to a situation
in which open listening is not occurring and people do not feel as if
they are being heard. This, in turn, means that they will try harder
to get their own view across (or may simply decide to stop talking).
The pattern of not listening and not feeling heard reinforces itself and
becomes a vicious circle. However, once the polarizing effect of this
way of conversing is removed, the collective insight of all the teachers
involved actually appears as a rich perspective on the case.

Making space or opening up to other people, as defined in the dimension of thirdness, can be further reinforced by empathic listening. Listening with an open heart is the third level of listening in Theory U.
The ability to see the world from the eyes of the other person implies
a deeper level of emotional perception: it involves opening your heart
and using it as a special instrument of perception. This enables one to
feel what the other person is feeling and to empathize with that person
(forming an emotional connection) (Scharmer, 2009).
The fourth level of listening is referred to as generative or creative listening.25 This involves listening with an ‘open will’ and implies breaking
free of the limits that are imposed by obstacles at that moment. By letting go of these obstacles of the present, you become open to what the
future has to offer. You are able to look beyond the limits (‘That’s not
the way we do things here’) and connect with the emerging field of the
future. This leads to creativity and the opportunity to make progress
(Scharmer, 2009).
25

In action research carried out with an operational team, creative listening was used instead
of generative listening in order to make the concept more accessible (see the example about
practising opening listening).
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Example: an exercise in open listening in an operational team26
Example 1: closed listening (downloading), applying our own frame of
reference
Question by Alex (A): ‘What is taking up your time at work at the
moment?’
Answer by Bo (B): ‘I’m going to take a new training course.’
[ Judgement by A: That’s nice!]
Question by A: ‘Sounds nice, when will you start?’
Answer by B: ‘After my holiday. First I’m going on holiday, and then I’ll
start the programme.’
[ Judgement by A: B must be looking forward to this holiday – me too!]
Question by A: ‘Where are you going to for your holidays?’
Etc. etc.
Example 2: Listening with an open mind (factual listening), letting go of
judgement
Question by Alex (A): ‘What is taking up your time at work at the
moment?’
Answer by Bo (B): ‘I’m going to take a new training course.’
[ Judgement by A: That’s nice!]
[Understanding by A: ‘Nice’ is my own interpretation (not bad, but mine
and not B’s); this relates to my own positive view of B’s development,
because this will make B an asset to the team. I let go of this judgement…]
Question by A: ‘In what way is the training programme taking up your
time?’
Answer by B: ‘I’m excited and happy about it, because I like learning new
things.’
[ Judgement by A: B is happy and so B thinks it’s fun too, just like me! So my
judgement was correct]
[Understanding by A: Now I am linking my ‘nice’ and B’s ‘happy’ (not bad,
but that is my own frame of reference). I let go of that…]
Question by A: ‘What does learning mean to you?’
Etc. etc.
Example 3: Listening with an open heart (empathic listening), connecting with feelings
[…]
Question by Alex (A): ‘What does learning mean to you?’
Answer by Bo (B): ‘Hmm, what does learning mean to me… That’s a
good question! I don’t know exactly.’
[silence]
‘Somehow it makes me happy, it gives me new energy.’

26 The example of practising open listening contains a fictional conversation illustrating all
four levels.
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[Understanding by A: I can feel B’s energy.]
Question by A: ‘What kind of energy is that, how do you experience that?’
Answer by B: ‘It feels like a kind of freedom, space.’
[Understanding by A: I can continue to open up and allow B’s energy into
me.]
Question by A: ‘Where do you feel that space is?’
Answer by B: ‘In my head, I think. No idea. Perhaps it’s in my whole
body. Learning is an adventure. It’s often so busy and noisy at work. And
that’s a good thing, don’t get me wrong. But I also like to figure things
out. Often there’s no time for that.’
[Understanding by A: The word ‘adventure’ stood out for me.]
Question by A: ‘You said that learning is an adventure. Can you tell me
about that?’
Etc. etc.
Example 4: Listening with an open will (generative or creative listening),
letting go of the limitations of the present moment
[…]
Question by Alex (A): ‘You said that learning is an adventure. Can you
tell me about that?’
Answer by Bo (B): ‘Hmm… well it gives you opportunities I guess. I associate adventure with my childhood, when anything was possible. As you
get older, that changes. But somehow, learning opens up a new world
of possibilities, or that’s how it feels. If only that was possible when I’m
at work too…’
[Understanding by A: That last comment sounds like a kind of utopia. But if
I hold on to that idea, I’m only hearing what I already know. I let that go…]
Question by A: ‘And suppose that it was possible at work, what would
that be like?’
B: ‘It’s very difficult to imagine, because it’s not possible at all at the
moment.’
[silence]
‘It’s not so much the work that I imagine, but myself. I can see myself
doing other things, in a free environment with plenty of space. Plenty of
freedom.’
[Understanding by A: My idea is that this freedom may not be possible in
a work environment. But that idea means that I’m forgetting about this
possibility for the future. I let that go …]
Question by A: ‘And how do you picture that space and freedom, when
you are doing other things?’
Etc. etc.
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The process that is happening on a small scale (in Figure 11) has implications for all connections (Figure 12). In visual terms, a network of
connections resembles a spider’s web: as soon as one of the threads is
touched, it sends vibrations through the rest of the web. This also applies
to a group of people, in which people are connected to each other and
through this connection they can influence all the other connections
(and people) in the web (sometimes unintentionally or unconsciously).27
In addition to the connections within the group, another type of connection is essential: the connection of the group to a shared goal (Figure 12).28

Figure 12

Connections of the group: (a) between the members of
the group and (b) to a shared goal

Example: how a ball of wool becomes a web of connections
During the search for the essential factors of group resilience, the
main theories that were drawn on for inspiration included those of
Wildavsky (1988) and Weick and Sutcliffe (2007). And of course, we
also looked at existing groups and teams within the police force. As
the focus of research within the Professional Resilience Improvement
Programme shifted towards the collective, the following question
arose: if the focus is no longer on the individual, what is it on? Consistent with the answers found in scientific literature (such as thirdness and Theory U), some of the pieces of the puzzle fell into place
during a simple exercise with a ball of wool during an RSI@Work
session (RSI stands for Relationship Systems Intelligence).

27 The idea of a web is taken from the RSI@WORK training programme (RSI, CRR Global
Inc.).
28 In the literature, the connection to a goal is mostly used to define a team: two or more
individuals, who have specific roles, perform interdependent tasks, are adaptable and have
a shared goal (Baker, Day & Salas, 2006, p. 1578). For the sake of clarity, we have chosen to
use the term group in this chapter, partly because the literature also uses the terms group
and team interchangeably.
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The RSI@Work training programme focuses on the 3rd entity mentioned previously – the phenomenon that occurs within a relationship or connection. In order to focus properly on the connections
(and therefore on the group rather than on the individual) and to
experience what this means, the participants in the programme were
given the following exercise:
Take a string (from a ball of wool), and hold it with two hands. Play
with it and see how you use your hands together. Imagine that your left
hand wants to pull the string out of your right hand. What is that like?
Now work in pairs and connect the strings together (in silence). Each
person now holds the two ends of his or her own string. The connected
strings now symbolize connection and interdependence: the will to hold
(or continue to hold) the strings is the shared goal, a common purpose.
Now start to have a ‘conversation’ with one another using the strings.
What is happening? Note who is the more active, for example, or what
happens when one person pulls the string.
Now find (at least two) different strings to connect to. In silence, and
without letting go of your string, make a web of all the strings. Imagine
that you are a team and that your shared goal is to create a web that is
as strong as possible, so that it can hold a book. How tight will the web
need to be? What happens if the web is too weak or if someone lets go
of their string?
In the follow-up discussions, the participants said that they felt what
was happening in the connections and how this was affecting the
larger group of connections – the group as a whole. The exercise
shows in a physical and visual way when we speak of a team or
group – namely, because of connections. The focus on the web of
connections (in the strings) provided a compelling metaphor.
RSI@Work™ is a part of the Organizational Relationship Systems
Coaching (ORSC) programme. An organization called CRR Global
provides these training sessions around the world (CRR Global,
2014). The exercises that are done during the programme help to
create an insight into what happens within relationships and how a
coach or manager can work on these.

The web or 3rd entity consists of interdependent individuals with a
shared focus (or identity) (CRR Global, 2014, p. 6). Focusing on the
web as a third entity enables us to look beyond personal concerns and
conflicts. The assumption is that the web has other types of information and knowledge than those that are available to the individuals within it (CRR Global, 2014, p. 16). A web (or group) is described
as a self-regulating system, which means that the group has its own
natural dynamic – focusing on the development of the group or, for
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example, on finding a solution if there are problems within the group.
Everything that individual group members say or do is an expression
of the group. This means that the expressions of group members are
not seen as purely personal. This principle is also central to the principles of ‘Deep Democracy’ (see for example Mindell, 2008). Everything
that is expressed (also) provides information about the needs of the
group and its current state: its strengths and weaknesses, its misconceptions, and the potential and opportunities that are there for future
development. The members of the group expose the group’s potential
blind spots, wisdom and information and this also relates to connections – how the members treat each other. Group members become
aware of any obstacles that they face, so that a way can then be found to
move forwards and achieve their shared objective (CRR Global, 2014;
Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller, 2014).
In addition to the connections between people, the connection with a
common goal also plays a crucial role. That is especially true within the
police force. This is because the ‘higher’ social aims of the police – in
relation to justice and security – are central to the organization and
also to individual police officers (see the chapter on the spirit and the
attribution of meaning).

Working on successful connections
In order to improve group resilience, connections are essential. It is
possible to work on successful connections in a range of different ways.
For example, it is essential that what we have just described – the focus
on connections, and that the group is seen as a whole, rather than a collection of separate individuals – is recognized by everyone in the group.
A collective attitude and commitment to the group are essential and can
be strengthened by focusing on connections and becoming and staying aware of one another (Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller, 2014; Van Dalen,
Slagmolen & Taen, 2011). In one possible approach, this is known as
Relationship System Intelligence™ (RSI). RSI is a combination of emotional intelligence (understanding yourself), social intelligence (understanding others) and system intelligence (understanding that you are
part of a group) (CRR Global, 2014, p. 8). Working on RSI can enable a
group to reveal its own potential; this potential can then be harnessed
in order for the group to develop and grow (Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller,
2014, p. 3). A number of researchers argue that this strengthens connections: when people become aware that they are part of a group, they
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are more inclined to work together, exchange information, give and
receive feedback and, where necessary, help others or ask for help (Van
Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011; Fraher, 2005).
An informed culture is equally important (Van Dalen, Slagmolen &
Taen, 2011, p. 73). This means that group members understand the
role of others in the group: what they work on, what their tasks are,
and what kind of expertise they have. This applies not only within a
particular group, but also outside it; knowledge is needed about other
(related) working processes within the organization29 (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011; Fraher, 2005). Consider the example of a police
officer working in the emergency response unit: it is crucial that he or
she understands the importance of not entering a crime scene, so that
no potential evidence is lost for colleagues working in the investigation
division.
In order to further strengthen the quality of connections, it is necessary
to work on communication within the group; after all, communication
is a manifestation of the connection itself. Curiosity and openness
towards one another, exchanging information and knowledge and
providing each other with feedback are all factors that can help group
members to connect more successfully (De Vries, 2012; Fraher, 2005).
The development of a common language (one that is clear and unequivocal) helps to prevent misunderstandings and ambiguities (Fraher,
2011; Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011). One example is the use of
the same concepts for systems and functions. This involves sharing
different frames of reference between those with different roles within
the group; this is the only way of developing a shared language. Other
than language, it is important to remain aware of the pitfall of ‘downloading’ – listening to what other people say while placing everything
within one’s own frame of reference. Finding out whether everyone has
a shared understanding of a particular term can help to prevent errors
and mistakes (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011, p. 76).
Another point of attention is assertiveness – having the courage to call
attention to something or sharing information either on request or at
one’s own initiative – when team members feel that something is not
right or are doubtful as to whether the right information is available

29 Also see the paragraph entitled ‘The inner self from a wider perspective’ in the chapter
focusing on the spirit and the attribution of meaning. The dominance of the principle of
division within working processes in recent history means that looking outside one’s own
group is not a standard part of work culture.
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(Bijlsma, 2013; Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011). Creating a respectful environment is crucial for a group to be able to start working on these
issues. This means an environment in which people do not feel that
what they say will be dismissed, in which everyone is allowed the space
to grow and develop, and in which there is mutual trust (Bijlsma, 2013;
Fraher, 2011; Sutcliffe, 2011; Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011; Weick
& Sutcliffe, 2007).
Redundancy or the availability of alternatives is also mentioned in the
literature (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011). Connections can come
under pressure through unforeseen situations, for example (see next
section). The availability of a wide range of knowledge, expertise and
skills can make the difference at moments like these, and help to create
greater confidence. Training and education are essential in creating
these conditions in the group. The group must remain constantly alert
and always be reflecting on whether it can do things better or differently. The ability to incorporate new knowledge and understanding is
inseparable from this (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011; Wildavsky,
1988).

Group resilience in practice
When are connections important in real-life team work? When do they
really play a role? To answer these questions, it helps to distinguish
between two dimensions when considering practical situations (see
Figure 13). These dimensions are as follows: (1) the degree of predictability of change (vertical axis) and (2) the amount of knowledge that is
available (horizontal axis) (Wildavsky, 1988, p. 122). The four situations
outlined are broadly what will determine the choice of the most appropriate strategy for team work in that situation.30
When the environment is relatively stable or at least predictable, and if
the goal is clear and there is sufficient knowledge to achieve it, then the

30 Only the strategies of anticipation and resilience are explained here, as these are essentially
different from one another and in this sense they are relevant to this chapter.
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principles of anticipation (1) are the most efficient31 (Wildavsky, 1988,
p. 123). Rules and protocols can be followed in this type of situation. If,
however, the risks are highly uncertain and speculative, and there is a
lack of accurate knowledge about what to do as well as disagreements,
the anticipation strategy will have a destructive effect. After all, it is not
known which changes will actually materialize; blindly following procedures or protocols would therefore be unwise. Strategies of resilience
are more appropriate under these circumstances (2). Changes need to
be tackled when they occur (in a way that is difficult to predict and perhaps even conceive of).
predictability of changes:
high
Anticipation
rules and protocol
1

more resilience,
less anticipation
3

amount of available knowledge:

amount of available knowledge:

high

low
4

more resilience,
less anticipation

2

Resilience
improvisation

predictability of changes:
low

Figure 13

31

Different situations demand different strategies for action:
the smaller the amount of available knowledge and the
more unpredictable the change in a situation, the greater
the need to improvise and thus invest in resilience. Based
on Wildavsky (1988)

The strategy of anticipation is used (in many cases) in the expectation of achieving reliable
levels of performance by means of highly standardized operational procedures and
routines. This prevents undesirable variations in the standard of performance as much
as possible. Anticipation reduces uncertainty and the amount of information that people
need to learn and remember. This reduces the chance of mistakes and misunderstandings
occurring. The flipside of this is that consistent and error-free outcomes are assumed,
provided that people continue to stick to the same patterns of working that have proved
successful in the past. Although compliance with protocols and procedures can indeed
increase the reliability of their performance in many cases, blindly following them can
reduce people’s ability to adapt and improvise or to react quickly to unexpected events.
Reliability therefore requires resilience and anticipation (Sutcliffe, 2011, p. 136).
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It is important to be aware that different strategies are required in different situations. Following rules and protocols when improvisation is
needed, will not lead to success. It is reasonable to assume that knowledge and experience at a given moment lead to information set down in
rules, protocols, and procedures, for example. However, it is impossible
to create procedures that anticipate all possible eventualities, including
challenging circumstances. This can only be done in broad terms (at
the meta-level), by applying general principles or guidelines. Furthermore, constantly drawing up new procedures is complex and means
that people become less flexible; it also involves high costs (Sutcliffe,
2011). It is therefore essential to understand when anticipation does not
work and we need to move to resilience, or improvisation. This does
not mean just any kind of improvisation, but successful improvisation: it
means persevering as a group and continuing to strive for the group’s
shared goals under challenging circumstances. The following case
study looks at the impact of a debriefing session after a traumatic event.
It provides an illustration of how a group can remain resilient, even
though the individuals involved are under (severe) strain.
Case study: the Schalkwijk investigation
At 8.30 a.m. on Sunday 21 October 2012, a message comes through to
the control room regarding a house fire at a farm in Schalkwijk, a village
near Utrecht. Two police officers arrive at the scene. The fire brigade
has already entered the farmhouse and they immediately report that
this is by no means a simple house fire: they have found a victim, and
the circumstances clearly suggest that a crime has been committed. It
quickly emerges that an entirely family has died inside the farmhouse.
AED is no longer required and the status is changed from ‘fire’ to ‘crime
scene’. As more police personnel arrive, they are advised not to enter
the farmhouse: the scene inside could easily have a very long-lasting or
permanent impact. The Forensic Investigation Division is called in and
before long there are police everywhere. This is evident from the large
number of police vans and cars, the deployment of additional resources
and the cordoning off of the scene with a police line. The impact is enormous. Police personnel are affected very deeply by the way in which the
children of the family have died at the scene and the police press officer
has to contend with a string of difficult questions from the very extensive media presence. The family liaison officers, who enter the house in
the days that follow to look for items belonging to the children, witness
an extremely chilling and sinister scene. It feels like they are walking
through the set of a horror movie. In the local force, signals are coming
in from all sides that this represents an extremely traumatic case.
The police force management decided to arrange an additional
debriefing session for all personnel who were involved. The personal
experiences of the personnel who were involved with the case were
very diverse. These differences emerged at the joint meeting, and the
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managers who attended the meeting immediately began to wonder whether organizing the meeting in this way had been the right
approach. Ensuring that everyone understood one another, that
points of view were shared, making explicit what is intended and that
people would have the freedom to choose whether they attended the
meeting or not – these were all significant challenges. Despite the
very difficult circumstances, the police personnel involved in the case
continued to reflect collectively on their own processes – the arrangements that were made and people’s experiences of the debriefing
session. The contrasting points of view seemed to be encapsulated
by the contrast between the raw emotions and the procedural formalities that were involved. In this situation, emotions were at play on
three different levels:
– talking emotionally;
– talking about emotions;
– empathy; the ability to connect.
It became obvious that everyone had experienced the incident differently, and that understanding one another became very difficult as a
result; it cannot be assumed that such a process will happen of its
own accord. It also became apparent that there were wide differences
between the experiences of the different groups of professionals
involved, as well as differences within those groups of professionals.
For example, there is a huge difference between being among the first
to arrive at the scene and seeing the victims and arriving later, after the
crime scene has been cordoned off. When it comes to sharing experiences, the empathic role of the facilitator during a debriefing session
is crucial. Exercising care when arranging a debriefing session means
keeping tight control over the nature of the objectives of the session
but also requires some degree of improvisation during the session.
You need to be tough when it comes to preparing the agenda for the
session, and soft on those who attend the session. A good facilitator
will be open to the themes that emerge during the meeting, and this
is not something that you will know about in advance. The power of
modesty plays a role here: do not explore matters in more detail than
is necessary. This requires careful consideration and preparation in
terms of what should and should not be discussed or presented.
There are eleven points of recommendation which can provide a
guide to organizing a special debriefing session after a traumatic
incident. The main points are (in summarized form): formulate the
objectives concisely; distinguish between different groups and different needs; and make a clear distinction between providing information (work-related) and sharing experiences (personal). Furthermore,
it is also advisable to reflect consciously on the possible effects of the
meeting (avoid including unnecessary emotional triggers), on how a
shared vision can emerge regarding the objectives of the meeting,
and on communicating this in very clear terms to the participants.
The report entitled Debriefing after a traumatic incident: Schalkwijk
as a learning experience (Smit & Vogelzang, 2014) has been converted
into a working instruction on Police Knowledge Net (on the Dutch
Police intranet).
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Recognizing resilient connections
In practice, connections are especially crucial during unexpected or
unpredictable situations that require a flexible response. These are the
(challenging) circumstances, in which successful connections manifest themselves and more resilient groups will distinguish themselves
from less resilient ones. At the same time, recent research has shown
that connecting (sharing, communicating) is actually hampered by the
existing patterns in police work (Landman, Kouwenhoven & Brussen,
2016; Van den Brink et al., 2016). Group resilience therefore merits
closer attention, not only in operational terms (De Blouw et al., 2015;
Van der Torre et al., 2011), but also in terms of human connections.
The fact that improvisation requires something different in terms of
connectedness than simply following rules and protocols seems obvious. But what is the role of improvisation in groups? What makes some
groups more resilient than others? We will now explore the factors that
recur consistently in studies into the performance of groups that have
been able to improvise successfully under challenging circumstances.
One important factor is that these resilient groups remain constantly
alert to unexpected events, disturbances and other types of signals that
indicate unusual circumstances. This is not something that happens
of its own accord. By nature, humans will focus on making a particular situation as comfortable as possible for themselves as individuals,
and succeeding is better than failing in this respect. This may mean
that the focus will predominantly be on the things that go well, or that
provide a confirmation of the ideas and viewpoints that are already
there (this can be compared to ‘downloading’, the level of listening that
requires the least effort on the part of the listener). Making a distinction between observation and interpretation is crucial: What exactly is
being observed? And what is (simply) being assumed or presupposed?
Simplification may take the form of thinking ‘Oh, we know this situation already, there was one like this last weekend too’ or ‘This quite
often happens, but it’s always okay in the end’. This can lead to elements being missed or underestimated (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen,
2011; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). It is when people start to look at the
things that are different and avoid the tendency to oversimplify that
they start to see more. This is also when the group can, collectively, put
the pieces of the puzzle together to form the whole picture.
Furthermore, each group member understands how he or she is part
of the process that the group is currently involved in in order to achieve
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their shared objective. Assuming that nobody in the group has the
complete picture, individual viewpoints must be reconciled and put
together. This is only possible if the group works together in a conscious
manner in order to understand what is happening in their environment (Bijlsma, 2013; Bakx & Van Houtert, 2012). A process of continual
verification with one another and giving meaning to the information
available also helps the group members to remain alert (Fraher, 2005).
There is a collective process of working towards a shared goal, and if
a connection breaks at a certain point, this can have implications for
whether that shared goal is achieved. If the group focuses on the process, and is therefore aware of the current situation, it can improvise
more quickly if things develop in an unexpected fashion and tension
rises (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011).
Something else is displayed by groups that are able to improvise successfully: the ability to switch roles. The principle that underlies this is
that the roles belong to the group and not to individuals. Leadership,
for example, is not purely about holding a particular formal position:
it primarily serves a purpose within the group – a purpose that can be
assumed by any of its members at any time (Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller,
2014; Van Reekum, 2006). It should be assumed that every group member has knowledge and experience and that the more this is shared, the
more knowledgeable the whole group will be when decisions need to
be taken (Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller, 2014). Knowledge and experience are
valued more highly in this sense than hierarchical position; there is
deference to expertise (Van Dalen, Slagmolen & Taen, 2011). This does
not mean simply obeying those group members who have more experience: one’s own experience remains important. After all, not everyone
will have observed the same details (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007).
Resilient groups are differentiated by the extent to which they have
trained – and how they have trained. This is because training, including police training (in the Netherlands), usually focuses on the quadrant of ‘anticipation’, teaching or testing with regard to procedures or
protocols. This form of training is not sufficient. Practising improvisation is essential when it comes to unexpected events. This form of
training or practising, including reflection, is crucial to the development of the skills used in improvisation and to the strengthening of
connections. For example, focusing on (small) errors (or near misses),
accidents, misconceptions or mutual misunderstandings and so on
presents a unique opportunity for learning. Collectively reflecting on
what has happened (or just did not happened) can reveal blind spots
and areas where greater clarity is needed. Potential problems can then
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be corrected or clarified. It also helps to break ingrained patterns of
behaviour and routines, which can lead to a tendency to oversimplification. None of these factors can be captured in the form of a checklist
that can simply be learned and memorized.
Police work is characterized to a large extent by its challenging and
unpredictable nature. This applies to the entire organization, whether
this is due to the whims of politicians, wider society that is constantly
watching over you, cross-border issues such as migration, or other
kinds of changes that are occurring so rapidly. All this makes for a
dynamic working environment. Successful improvisation will therefore be required again and again in police work (Fridjhon, Rød & Fuller,
2014; Bijlsma & Bakx, 2012; Fraher, 2005; Sutcliffe, 2011; Van Dalen,
Slagmolen & Taen, 2011; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007; Van Reekum, 2006 ).
The Owl in A Fable About Resilience (at the beginning of this chapter)
tries to help the Lion to find a new paradigm with regard to evaluating
which group is the most resilient. The competition is not about winning by being the smartest and the quickest under a set of predictable
circumstances; rather, it is about using the competition to gain new
knowledge and experience and apply new techniques, and about learning and developing as a group. This chapter has discussed how groups
can prepare for a different kind of game (as opposed to ‘winning a
race’), how connectedness between the members of the group can enable them to cope with unexpected events more effectively. This enables
the group to continue functioning and performing well in unpredictable situations – and this is the essence of group resilience.
The task of applying these lessons in the context of the newly formed
operational teams32 is enormous. All kinds of issues are (already) at
play in the foundation/basis of a team: we are often looking at a huge
backlog of ‘deferred maintenance’ when it comes to attention and the
connections between people, and police personnel will need to work in
new places and with new colleagues. The whole ‘bureaucratic system’
has changed and systems often do not work. In ongoing action research
involving the operational teams, team leaders often indicate that their
greatest stress and problems relate to the inside of the organization,
rather than managing operations (see the statements below).

32

Due to the reorganization of the Dutch police new teams are being formed and this is just
one example of all the changes that come with the reorganization.
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‘I spend 40 to 50 per cent of my time at work on trying to fix a system
that is not working. You no longer know who you need to speak to.
It’s becoming impossible to schedule shifts – there is understaffing. And
it’s everywhere, that understaffing. (…) We are constantly having to fill
in and that is bad for your home life. The workload is huge and that
also applies to operational experts. We’re depending on people’s loyalty,
but there is no room for flexibility anymore. People switch off their telephones when they finish their shift, and that tells you something because
it didn’t use to be the case. (…) People are told to work at a different
location, but they’re no longer allowed to use a car belonging to the
organization. When you tighten up the rules so much, people will feel
the squeeze. I have had people crying at my desk.’ (operational team
leader)
‘They call it a robust operational team. But what makes it robust? (…)
They give you all this responsibility, and frankly not much guidance. And
then they say – just get on with it. I am responsible for [a number of ]
people and that’s quite a weight on your shoulders. If I try to deal with
everything, that doesn’t work (…). It’s about balance too. It’s important
to take good care of your mind and body, so that you can maintain a
balance. But it’s a lot of work, it makes you sweat… It’s a wonderful profession and I enjoy going to work every day.’ (operational team leader)

Remaining questions
In this chapter, we have examined the web of connections within groups.
This connectedness lies at the heart of achieving group resilience.
However, there is still much that we have yet to explore. The theories
and methods described in this chapter are primarily based on analysis
of groups that have shown themselves to be resilient (i.e. capable of
continuing to function under unpredictable circumstances). Many of
these methods are used on a daily basis in a range of fields, including hospitals, the armed forces, the fire brigade, the chemical industry, and local government. Unfortunately, there is hardly any empirical
evidence of the factors that we have described actually leading to more
resilient groups in any systematic way. There are several reasons for
this: working methods, factors and training can be explained in various
ways, and organizations and groups often choose the methods that they
regard as the most appropriate for their own organization or situation.
The effects of those that are adopted are often not measured in practice.
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At the level of the individual, processes of inner connectedness are central, and these are not governed by a strict protocol of development. It
is likely that the same applies at the group level, the main difference
being that here we are talking about external connectedness (between
people with a shared goal). How exactly the mechanisms that apply to
practice at the individual level relate to those that apply at the group
level is an important question that merits further empirical evaluation.

Outcomes

The past five years have yielded practical and useful insights in various areas of resilience. Particularly in terms of the physical and mental
aspects of resilience, the outcomes obtained have been converted into
specific products. The aspects that relate to the attribution of meaning
are currently being investigated and further clarified, as well as the
factors that play a role in group resilience.

Principal outcomes and translation into practice
The research that focuses on human biology has provided principles
for ensuring the physical resilience that is required to maintain professionalism, including practical tools such as policy on scheduling shifts.
Both the stressors that police personnel are subject to and the resources
that they can call on have been explored in greater depth. In addition,
a range of tools and facilities has been developed that are designed to
support individual police officers and teams (including managers) to
cope with the mental demands of police work. We now have a better
overview of the mental care pathway within the Dutch police force and
of which elements need to be strengthened within that area. A working
model for individual resilience has been developed, incorporating biological, psychological and spiritual aspects. The attribution of deeper
meaning within police work and the moral capacity of the police have
been explored. At the same time, the spiritual dimension has led to
fewer tangible ‘products’ than the physical and mental dimensions. In
the years to come, the action research that has been initiated in this
area should reveal how the attribution of meaning contributes to the
ability of police personnel to continue functioning successfully in a
challenging environment.
The ever-increasing understanding that has emerged over recent years
has shown that resilience merits examination not only in terms of the
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health and well-being of individual police officers. In fact, this perspective on resilience could provide an alternative to concepts that are
based on external control. This would imply the emergence of a way
of seeing and working that would provide some interesting options to
cope with a rapidly changing world. When the contents of the chapters
are viewed in a different way, a threefold perspective emerges: from
societal challenges through police person to police professionalism.
The major social issues that we face today will require a deeper form of
understanding – one that is able to accommodate an awareness of the
connectedness and congruence of things. This has major implications
for the human beings whom we ask to carry out a complex moral task
on behalf of society: to ensure a safe and just society at a time of complex social changes, and at the same time to retain their own health and
well-being in a sustainable way. All of these three perspectives are intertwined: the social issues, the people and the profession. Wherever you
start, the human perspective comes in at some point. Good police work
therefore encompasses not only professional knowledge and expertise,
but also high levels of awareness and an understanding of the mechanisms of human beings and of how human beings cooperate.
When it comes to developing alternative viewpoints, the resilience
movement is not alone and connections with other developments have
been made. The difference in emphasis between these related developments and the resilience movement concerns the primary focus
– one approaches police officers from the mechanisms of the profession, while another approaches the police profession starting from the
mechanisms of human beings. A connection has already been established within basic police training, primarily in the Formation33 module that teachers themselves undergo (the Connection and Awareness
subproject).

Concluding remarks
Resilience, or the ability to function successfully under challenging
circumstances, means:
the capability to turn one’s gaze inwards in connection with others during
the practice of police work.

33

See the story of Remmert de Wit in ‘Stories of Resilience’.
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Connections (both internal and external) are of central importance, and
they are dynamic processes that never stand still. Because resilience is
a continual process of experiential learning, it will benefit of a growing
awareness of the underlying mechanisms. This is a complex area that
deserves careful exploration. Developing this notion in a meaningful
way will mean avoiding the temptation to oversimplify matters. At the
same time, resilience is often oversimplified in practice (because it is
only viewed from one angle, or is interpreted inaccurately, for example).
Additionally, there is a tendency to look outside instead of inside, when
issues or personal struggles occur or when the troublesome aspects of
these human processes come into play. People frequently refer to how
hard others find it to come to terms with their own vulnerability, for
example. But when approached in these ways, resilience will remain a
predominantly superficial concept, or a theme for ‘other people’ to work
on. And that would mean that essential issues will never be addressed.
The next phase in the development of the Dutch police force will, necessarily, need to address the personal – and sometimes difficult and
profound – experience of how the internal processes of connectedness
actually work in practice.
‘I’m concerned that once you have completed the Mental Strength
training, people will assume that you can handle anything. But professional resilience will fail as a concept as soon as you turn it into an instrument. (…) Resilience should become second nature; I regard that as an
essential aspect of craftsmanship.’ (Han Busker, former President of
police union NPB)
Resilience has now been identified as one of the major research themes
of the Dutch police force in the coming period (Strategic Research
Agenda for the Police, 2015-2019). The focus of this research will be
the relationship between the individual mechanisms and the group
mechanisms that are involved in resilience. Action research will seek
to explore the mechanisms of attributing meaning within the model of
individual resilience and in relation to the dynamics of group connections. The goal is to develop a sound basis on which to further enhance
resilience in the context of day-to-day police work. The practical task of
policing will remain the starting point for future exploration.
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