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Tips for EAPs Working  
With Law Enforcement

Editor’s note: Law enforcement has long been a challeng-
ing and stressful occupation that has come under immense 
pressure due to civil unrest stemming from recent police 
shootings and related events. James Rascati, MSW, LCSW, 
is the Director of Organizational Services at Behavioral 
Health Consultants, LLC, which provides EAP services for 
145 organizations including 54 police and 28 fire depart-
ments. Employee Assistance Report (EAR) had the opportu-
nity to speak with Jim about the challenges facing EAPs 
who count municipal unions (including police officers and 
firefighters) among their clients.

EAR: Why is it so 
important for EA pro-
fessionals to better 
understand the subcul-
ture of law enforcement 
in the United States?

JR: Law enforce-
ment has been under 
attack in our country 
for a while and it 
appears to be getting 
worse. The fact is 
there have been some 

terrible police shootings that should have never hap-
pened in the first place. It is also true in my experi-
ence that by far the vast number of men and women 
who protect and serve our communities are profes-
sionals who truly care about the work they do. What 
other profession, outside of the military, leaves their 
home in the morning and may not return home to 
their families?

Many progressive police departments are attempting 
to change the old school culture in which seeking 

behavioral health care makes someone “less of a cop.” 
As a result, under President Obama’s Justice 
Department, a document known as 21st Century 
Policing was drafted. It stressed the importance of con-
ducting annual wellness checks for law enforcement.

There is a now a general understanding by police 
staff that the stress of law enforcement is taking its 
toll – in divorces, domestic violence, increase in alco-
hol or substance abuse as well as depression and sui-
cide. As agencies begin instituting annual wellness 
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checks, develop police peer support teams, and 
acknowledge that utilizing behavioral health services 
will NOT negatively impact an officer’s career, this is 
an opportunity for EA professionals to enter into a 
“new” market, so to speak. However, to enter into this 
new market requires that EA professionals understand 
that working with police officers is unlike any other 
professional group they may have treated in the past.

If EA professionals do not know or appreciate the 
unique cultural issues of being a police officer their 
efforts in all probability will fail. Law enforcement 
already believes (correctly in my opinion) that society 
does not understand them nor appreciate the difficult 
job they do on a daily basis.

EAR: Do you think flagrant racism plays a role in 
these incidents? And if it does, how can the EAP help 
reduce prejudice and racism?

JR: My guess is that in some of these shooting 
incidents racism did indeed play a role. But let’s also 
be clear, the issue of structural racism exists in almost 
every aspect of our society, not just law enforcement 
and the criminal justice system. Structural racism 
impacts education, housing, finance, employment, 
religion, and health care.

It is my opinion, however, that training plays a 
much larger role than racism. How many departments 
have trained their officers in de-escalation methods? 
In Crisis Intervention Training? What other non-lethal 
tools do officers use? How often do they go to the fir-
ing range and requalify?

One of the most frightening and ill-conceived 
responses to these bad shooting incidents is the cry to 
“defund” the police. If I am correct that one answer to 
the problem involves more training opportunities, then 
now is not the time to defund police departments. In 
my opinion, we should be increasing funding for 
training on use of force including more focus on de-
escalation, diversity, implicit bias training, and in 
mental health issues.

EAR: This is a two-part question: What other factors 
are leading to the number of police-related shootings we 
are seeing today? Again, how can the EAP assist?

JR: My guess is all of my EA colleagues have 
heard the term “deaths of despair.” We know that 
since the pandemic began there has been an increase 

in divorce, domestic violence, drug overdoses, and 
suicides. We are also seeing an uptick in crime. 
Approximately 40% of Americans are one paycheck 
away from bankruptcy. These continue to be challeng-
ing times for all of us. Also, we have spent almost an 
entire year in either complete or semi-isolation. We 
are social animals and need social contacts. Many of 
us our stressed to the max.

In addition to the pandemic there are other issues that 
may increase shootings. For one thing, there seems to be 
much less respect for authority, especially police. It 
seems to me that our criminal justice system also plays a 
role here. There are some situations where people are not 
held accountable for their illegal behavior. When mean-
ingful consequences for illegal behavior are lacking, then 
people will continue to break the law and act out.

I think EAPs can assist by making their presence 
known to the organizations they serve. It continues to 
trouble me to this day that so many employees within 
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their organizations do NOT know that their company 
provides an Employee Assistance Program. It is 
incumbent on our field to make sure that the organiza-
tions we contract with are in fact “marketing” EA ser-
vices to their employees.

EAPs can also help by taking the time to under-
stand the police agencies in their communities and in 
better publicizing their services.

EAR: When a mass shooting or other mass casu-
alty occurs, why is it so important for everyone 
involved to be debriefed by the EAP?

JR: As these horrific mass casualty events continue 
to occur in our society, we need to find a better way to 
engage the EA and mental health field in response, 
especially with law enforcement. Many times, in my 
experience, some officers may not have an immediate 
response to the event. Or when asked by command staff 
how they are doing and if they want to meet with an EA 
professional, most of the time police will decline and 
say that they are “ok.” We know that strong cultural 
beliefs still exist that officers should “suck it up,” that 
the carnage they see is “what they signed up for.”  

But we know that stress builds up over time. Denial 
is also a huge psychological defense that many people 
utilize. One of the protocols we use for major critical 
incidents is that attendance is mandatory, but partici-
pation is voluntary. In fact, when I respond to a major 
critical incident I will say, “I know you are ordered to 
be here, but you do not need to talk.” The reality is I 
have never done a debriefing where the majority of 
attendees do talk.

Some people may not have an immediate reaction 
because horrendous events may seem surreal. 
Others have learned how to “keep their emotions in 
check” so they can continue to focus on the crime 
scene and do their job. One of the key things we do 
is offer education about possible reactions that law 
enforcement may experience over the next few 
days, weeks, and even months.  

The other benefit of involving everyone in a 
debriefing is to remind them that their job is not 
just about them.  The work they do daily, let alone 
when responding to a major and horrific critical 
incident, also has the potential to impact their fam-
ily. We always make sure that the officers we met 

Editor’s Notebook
Cries of racism. Police shootings. 

Riots. Unsettling civil unrest. And just 
where does EAP fit in? 

The November 2020 EAR dis-
cussed, “Understanding and Dealing 

with Racial Trauma,” while that month’s Brown 
Bagger insert explained how “microaggressions” con-
tribute to racial misunderstandings.

Important reading, but what about the police’s point 
of view? Since many EAPs work with municipal 
unions, including police and fire departments, either 
your particular EAP, or that of a colleague, is likely to 
benefit from James Rascati’s insightful views in this 
issue how EAPs can better work with law enforcement.

No one is making excuses for bad police behavior, 
but the fact remains: “What other profession, outside 
of the military, leaves their home in the morning and 
may not return home to their families?”

“Many progressive police departments are attempt-
ing to change the old school culture in which seeking 
behavioral health care makes someone ‘less of a cop,’” 
James continues. The EAP is in a perfect position to 
help, but it’s necessary to understand this subculture 
FIRST. Thanks, James, for sharing your expertise.

*****
On the heels of a lengthy pandemic that forced 

folks inside and shuttered vacation plans, I can’t think 
of a summer I’ve looked forward to more than this 
one! In fact, sunshine plays a key role in mental 
health, as explained in an article on page 7.

*****
This issue’s Brown Bagger examines how the EAP 

can assist management in making a referral – must read-
ing for those unfamiliar with EAP and how it works.

*****
In the last Lifestyle Tips, I delved into the (unfortu-

nate) role that bosses can play in tasks not getting done 
due to a lack of follow through. Certainly, a subpar 
supervisor isn’t the only culprit. The manner in which 
meetings are conducted also contributes to an unpro-
ductive work environment. See this issue’s LT. �

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 445-4386

mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com
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Workplace Survey

Employees Need a  
Communication Break!

For management, staying in touch with their 
workforce has become a critical part to making 
remote work run smoothly. But there’s a fine 

line between helpful and harmful outreach.
Twenty-two percent of employees want to leave 

their current job because of the volume of email they 
receive, according to a productivity survey con-
ducted by Superhuman, an email platform. A third of 
employees say that too many video calls make them 
want to quit.

Managers feel the need to overcompensate for the 
lack of in-person connectivity — firing off endless 
messages and responding without delay. But those 
work communications are a major source of distrac-
tion and stress for their teams: 

• 44% of employees dream of a workday without 
video calls;

• Nearly one-third want a break from email; and
• 25% crave a notification-free day.

To avoid the onslaught of online messaging, 
nearly two in three remote workers would rather 
return to commuting if they could be unburdened 
from escalating emails and notifications, the survey 
found. More than three in five remote workers say 
they’re more likely to reply immediately to an email 
from their boss or team than to a text or other mes-
sage from friends or family.

The pressure is disproportionately affecting female 
workers. Sixty-four percent of women say they have 
to deal with a notification in 5 minutes or less — sig-
nificantly more than the 56% of men who say the 
same, the survey found. While 30% of women 
respond to a notification within a minute, fewer than a 
quarter of men do so.

“There’s just a huge need to take a step back and 
really think, ‘How do we get outside of this constant 
need for communication?’ and instead get more last-
ing communication practices in place,” states Kristin 
Hayward with Superhuman. �

Source: Employee Benefit News.

Tips for EAPs... cont’d from Page 3

with know that the EAP services are for their imme-
diate family, too.  

EAR: What other advice would you have for EA 
professionals who provide services for law 
enforcement?
JR: You need to be truly committed to working 

with this very deserving population. Law enforcement 
needs EA services today more than ever before. There 
is no question that working with police can be 
extremely challenging and frankly, at times frustrating. 

However, the award is well worth the effort. Once 
officers commit to treatment, they almost always work 
hard to figure it out.

EA professionals enter the field to help individuals 
and organizations. This is also true for law enforce-
ment. By far the majority of police enter the profes-
sion to give back, protect, and serve their 
communities. They and their families need and 
deserve EAP services more than ever during these 
unprecedented and stressful times. �


