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In the aftermath of an officer involved shooting, a police manager is restless. Facing scrutiny by elected 

officials, he concludes that the longstanding protocol is taking too long.  Familiar with his outbursts, his 

subordinates sit silently in fear as their boss becomes increasingly agitated.  His rage is about to come to 

a head in an explosive moment that will forever define his thirty-plus year career and leave long-lasting 

effects on the department. Unfortunately, this manager does not possess the ability to recognize his own 

triggers. He approaches a well-regarded investigator, points his finger in the investigator’s face and 

pointedly degrades him in a public setting. 

Following a similar officer involved shooting, another police manager recognizes an immediate need for 

long-term protest coverage. Considering the volatility involved in anti-police demonstrations, obtaining 

shift coverage on regularly scheduled days off is not a simple task.  When this manager sends out a request 

for coverage, he receives immediate responses from volunteers to fill vacant positions on their days off. 

When officers arrive for this assignment, they feel confident their boss has a plan in place, and they will 

get the job done without drama inside the walls of the police station.  

While the two incidents are almost the same, their outcomes are dramatically different. The stark contrast 

between the emotional intelligence of these two managers has an undeniable impact on the morale of 

their organization. The first manager’s inability to recognize and control his own emotions resulted in 

disastrous and longstanding effects on his department. The second has earned the respect of his troops, 

and they act accordingly. Can a person improve their own emotional intelligence or is emotional 

intelligence something that one either has or does not have?  If a person can work to develop their own 

emotional intelligence, what are the potential benefits to providing this type of training to law 

enforcement personnel? In fact, the emotionally intelligent manager can have a significant effect on 

morale and job satisfaction. The good news is that any manager can be trained to become more 

emotionally intelligent, with the resulting impacts on their staff. 



Physiology 

Organizations typically promote leaders based upon knowledge and tenure, as opposed to their skill in 

inspiring others to excel.  Many times, when leaders enter the executive arena, they find themselves in 

an environment that tends to erode their interpersonal as they spend less time engaged in meaningful 

interactions with their staff and often lose sight of how their emotional states impact those around them.1 

Research has shown that out of 10,000 people, only 15% of their success was due to technical abilities, 

intelligence and specific job skills; while 85% was due to personality factors and the ability to successfully 

interact with other people (Morales, 2017).2  This means that a technically proficient manager could to 

“everything right” and still be ineffective at best, and a poor leader at worst. The difference between 

successful managers and those who are not is not technical, it is in the ways they connect with others 

through their emotional intelligence.  

Israeli researcher Reuven Bar-On is considered a pioneer in emotional intelligence.  His research laid the 

foundation for reporter Daniel Goleman, who coined the term “emotional hijacking” to describe the 

emotional part of the bran that regulates fight or flight response.3   The amygdala is a pair of almond-sized 

areas in the temporal lobe of the brain.4  When threatened, an individual’s response can become irrational 

as a rush of stress hormones flood the body before the prefrontal lobes can regulate the reaction.  As a 

result, a person’s emotions override their ability to think rationally.5   

Researcher Joseph LeDoux, as reported by Daniel Goleman (1995), states “the architecture of the brain 

gives the amygdala a privileged position as the emotional sentinel, able to hijack the brain.”6  Gonzales 

notes that as fear increases, primary cognitive processes and emotions give way to the amygdala, thereby 

inducing a “hostile takeover of consciousness by emotion.”7  Strategies as simple as deep breathing, 

though, can give the rational brain the time needed to override an emotional hijacking incident.8   

Goleman said there are five components of emotional intelligence in the workplace: self-awareness, self-



regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills.  There is growing evidence these range of abilities that 

constitute “emotional intelligence” play a key role in determining success, both in one’s personal life and 

in the workplace.9  While there is often an erosion of emotional intelligence at the executive leadership 

level, it is important to recognize the need to prevent the degradation of emotional intelligence. Being 

emotionally intelligent is also tied to the core skill necessary for any executive; their leadership.  

Freedman and Everett (2008) state that 70% of workplace challenges are directly tied to leadership.10 

Often misunderstood, our emotional intelligence is not a constant state; instead, it is something that can 

be developed and improved over time through training, ongoing self-evaluation and understanding.  All 

three of these factors should be considered in the development of emotional intelligence in law 

enforcement personnel, especially for those in leadership positions. 

Solutions 

Throughout the country, the law enforcement profession faces unprecedented challenges in an 

increasingly anti-authority environment with greater than ever scrutiny by the public and elected officials.  

The police are continually tasked with mounting responsibilities, many of which are of a social nature, 

with greater restrictions and fewer personnel.  As the public expectation of the police increases, so does 

the inherent stress that is experienced by its personnel at all levels.  Officers are subjected to operational 

stressors associated with exposure to critical incidents and unpredictable citizen encounters, as well as 

stressors related to a lack of organizational or peer support.11  There has, therefore, never been a more 

opportune time for law enforcement to embrace the importance of emotional intelligence training for its 

people.   

Although the provision of emotional intelligence training to law enforcement personnel is not the solution 

to all challenges faced by the profession, it is one of several critical actions that we can take to improve 

our ability to better cope with stressful situations. The cornerstone of emotional intelligence lies in an 



individual’s self-awareness.  If a person does not understand his or her own behaviors and motivations, it 

becomes nearly impossible for them to display a genuine understanding of others or to connect with 

them.12  

It is important to acknowledge which life experiences have led one to their current worldview, and how 

this can affect their personal and historical contexts. Empathy and open-mindedness are major keys that 

maximize a person’s success in social situations.13 According to entrepreneur and lecturer Allen Saakyan, 

emotionally intelligent people display their own vulnerability by expressing unguarded openness to 

another person’s perspective and by displaying a genuine interest in learning about how the other person 

came to believe what they do today.14  Most people can recall a past interaction with a supervisor or 

manager that valued their insight enough to ask for their opinion(s).  This type of collaborative leadership 

style often solicits buy-in from subordinates. Without training, though, police officers may not be 

conscious of ways to employ vulnerability to enhance the outcomes of their work. 

Individuals employed in the law enforcement community are routinely exposed to stressful conditions 

that result from the quasi-military nature of the occupation.15  This is due to the operational stressors 

associated with exposure to critical incidents and unpredictable citizen encounters, as well as 

organizational stressors related to a lack of organizational or peer support.16  While this may appear to be 

a relatively simple transition for one to make, it is possible that organizations may be met with some 

resistance to this training by sworn personnel.  Consequently, it is essential to point out the professional 

and personal benefits of taking emotional intelligence training and self-evaluation seriously.  Reflecting 

back on the two police managers presented in the opening, imagine that the first situation might not have 

degraded to failure had the manager been aware of his emotional triggers and taken steps to prevent his 

outburst from occurring in the first place. 



Due to the nature of the law enforcement profession, personnel are routinely faced with unpredictable 

situations in the workplace.  Singh states that managers can better understand and read the emotions of 

others through emotional intelligence.17  Managers that create low morale in employees do so from a top-

down command and control mode, which implies that employees are responsible for listening and 

managers are not required to reciprocate.18   By creating a culture of fear, managers deny themselves a 

firsthand view of existing problems through the eyes of line level personnel.19 Consequently, this can 

result in a gap when addressing problems and may worsen them, which can lead to employee distrust, 

disrespect toward management and a reduction in morale and workforce motivation.20   

Low morale creates an environment in which employees lose the motivation and the desire to go above 

and beyond as they do not feel valued or supported by their management staff.  As a result, employees 

lose interest in taking ownership of their work.21 Organizations with employees who possess high levels 

of commitment to the organization and job satisfaction demonstrate lower incidences of absenteeism, 

tardiness, turnover and fewer grievances (Montana & Charnov, 1993).  People who possess high 

emotional intelligence are healthier, less depressed, more productive at work and experience higher 

quality relationships.22 Organizations should consider the cost to their organizations if a greater 

investment in the well-being of its people is not made.  Beyond training managers, then, utilizing 

emotional intelligence screening is also an important consideration during the hiring process so it 

becomes integrated into the culture of the organization.   

What Can We Do? 

To provide effective leadership into the future, it is essential that we provide emotional intelligence 

training, particularly at the management level to law enforcement personnel.  Law enforcement agencies 

that aim to adequately prepare their personnel with the skills they need to perform at optimum levels 

should mandate emotional intelligence training for academy recruits and existing personnel and educate 



governing bodies and the community about the benefits of doing so.  It is important to recognize that 

emotional intelligence is not static but is instead something that can be improved over time through self-

awareness and annual self-evaluation that would take place during in service training.  Failure to consider 

the impact of self-control and well-being factors in management and employment selections, however, 

may have long-term impacts; these include lower employee satisfaction, reduced commitment, higher 

turnover, greater absenteeism and other negative impacts.23  

Moving Forward 

When leaders accurately identify how followers feel, they can better appraise and influence their 

employees’ emotions, so they may become more supportive of the leaders’ goals and objectives, which 

can result in a collaborative vision.  Emotional intelligence is claimed to influence a person’s ability to 

succeed in coping with environmental demands and pressures, which is a critically important skill set to 

harness under stressful working conditions (Bar-On, 1997).24  

For most law enforcement agencies, the relationship with the community has become an ever-increasing 

priority, yet most agencies fail to provide emotional intelligence training for their own employees.  At 

Google, thousands of employees are waitlisted for the company’s emotional intelligence program, Search 

Inside Yourself Leadership Institute, which had 1,500 students in 2015.25  As the private sector has steadily 

increased the availability of emotional intelligence training to its employees, the law enforcement 

profession has generally failed to follow suit.   As our profession transitions from the traditional warrior 

mentality to guardian mentality, there has never been a more appropriate time for the infusion of this 

training into law enforcement culture.  It is equally important to consider its customer service benefits to 

the community. 

 



Author Mitch McCrimmon maintains that to reap the benefits of bottom-up leadership, organizations 

must change their cultures to encourage executive managers to become more comfortable in sharing 

their leadership roles with their subordinates.  New talent should be encouraged to express their views 

and opinions.  Executives are encouraged to adapt and learn to receive upward challenges to their 

authority. Therefore, emotional intelligence becomes critically important in an everchanging and 

turbulent environment.26  For instance, the police manager that experienced emotional hijacking during 

the officer involved shooting would have rejected any notion that he should consider the input of others.  

Conversely, the well-regarded police manager would welcome a more collaborative approach, thereby 

securing the buy-in of his staff. 

A Successful Model 

The long term success of emotional intelligence training may be dependent upon its slow and deliberate 

integration into law enforcement culture starting at the academy level.  Law enforcement managers and 

line level personnel should participate in interactive emotional intelligence training together during in 

service training, which can help provide a more panoramic understanding of alternative perspectives and 

help bridge the communication gap between management and line level employees.  Possible measures 

of success may be a reduction in citizen complaints, a decrease in sick leave usage and lower turnover 

rates. 

Another consideration is to incorporate self-assessment tools into the ongoing training protocols. Prior to 

the completion of bi-annual training, students could be required to complete anonymous self-evaluation 

testing prior to the onset of training to better equip them in setting improvement goals for themselves 

and to provide a more accurate baseline. EQ-1 2.0 testing is anonymous and requires self-evaluation in 

subject areas including but not limited to: self-perception, self-expression, interpersonal skills, decision 

making abilities and stress management.  Self-surveys are an excellent measure for the individual student 



to identify areas of weakness such as emotional expression or optimism. Once improvement opportunities 

are identified, students would then be provided with relevant suggestions for improvement.  

By offering this training with a designated degree of regularity, the organization would send a strong 

internal and external message that the emotional intelligence of its employees is both relevant and 

meaningful.  The importance of emotional intelligence training cannot be underestimated as the stress 

level from within the organization is something that management has some relative degree of control 

over.  As a profession, law enforcement is clearly behind the curve in this arena and needs to play a much 

more proactive role in the emotional and psychological well-being of its personnel.  As emotional 

intelligence training becomes the norm within the law enforcement profession, the next natural step 

would be to integrate it into the leadership of others within the organization. Once supervisors and 

managers are trained and are adept at emotional intelligence, extending their understanding into 

becoming coaches for others would magnify the effect of creating an EQ-competent police organization. 
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