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HOLISTIC WELLNESS FOR CRISIS NEGOTIATORS 
Field Aide-Mémoire 
Pre-Incident — During-Incident — Post-Incident  ·  Crisis Negotiation Field Book 

Holistic wellness is an operational capability, not a personal luxury. A negotiator’s ability to listen 
accurately, regulate emotion, and make sound decisions under pressure depends on sustained 
psychological capital and disciplined recovery.1 Organizational stressors — workload, unclear values, 
weak peer trust — predict burnout as strongly as traumatic exposure, so wellness must be built, 
protected, and normalized at every phase of an incident.10,12 

Phase 1 · Pre-Incident 

Building Psychological Capital & Relaxation/Breathing Training 

Readiness is built before the phone rings. Psychological capital (PsyCap) — Hope, Efficacy, Resilience, 
Optimism, the “HERO within” — predicts wellbeing, buffers stress, and is trainable like any negotiation 
skill.1 
SOP 

• Complete quarterly resilience training in mindfulness, diaphragmatic breathing, and guided imagery; 
refresh in a full one-day session annually.2 

• Drill tactical breathing until automatic — inhale 4, hold 4, exhale 4, hold 4, for 10 cycles (≈160 seconds) 
— before shifts and pre-deployment.4 

• Build evidence-based resilience practices: cognitive reappraisal, connectedness, gratitude, 
meaning/purpose, self-efficacy, optimism.3 

• Use SMART goal-setting and after-action reviews to build efficacy and hope; agree career-development 
pathways with supervisors.1 

• Write a personal support plan now: two trusted peers, one supervisor/mentor, one family contact, one 
clinician/EAP contact — before you need it. 

Phase 2 · During-Incident 

Acute Stress Management & Grounding Techniques 

Regulate before you transmit. Track your own state and your team’s using the Stress Continuum — 
Green, Yellow, Orange, Red — and intervene early rather than after performance slips.6 
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SOP 
• Run a readiness check at relief: hydration, food, temperature comfort, medication needs, sleep debt, 

concentration.6 
• Apply tactical breathing (4-4-4-4) before keying up; a prolonged exhale lowers heart rate and 

perceived arousal.4 
• Ground through the senses when breathing alone isn’t enough: 5 things you see, 4 you touch, 3 you 

hear, 2 you smell, 1 you taste — or slowly clench and release a fist, breathing out as you release.5 
• Escalate Orange-zone signs immediately — loss of emotional control, excessive guilt/shame/blame, 

panic, rage, tunnel vision — to your team leader or a second negotiator.6 
• Use planned relief rotation and structured handovers; ask colleagues directly: “What do you need right 

now — water, food, five minutes, a handover, a conversation?” 

Phase 3 · Post-Incident 

Psychological First Aid, Peer Support & Family Reintegration 

Recovery is a deliberate process, not an afterthought — and it does not end when the incident does. 
SOP 

• Deliver physical and psychological first aid immediately: emotional support, reassurance, and — where 
an officer is separated for investigative procedures — a companion officer.7 

• Normalize and educate: most changes to perception, attention, memory, and mood after a critical 
incident are common and expected, not signs of weakness.7 

• Make peer-support contact within 24–48 hours — 89% of surveyed officers found on-scene/critical-
incident peer support helpful and 83% valued peer-led debriefing.8 

• Brief family sensitively without disclosing operational detail; be home and settled if possible before 
the negotiator returns, and allow at least a week of recovery time before resuming full duty.9 

• Hold a non-punitive after-action review focused on decisions and learning — separate from any 
personal-disclosure or performance judgement. 

• Refer to clinical assessment when reactions persist beyond a few weeks, worsen, or include self-harm 
ideation, substance misuse, panic, or severe sleep disturbance. 

Checklist for Negotiator Well-Being 

Recognized coping mechanisms — review before, during, and after every deployment cycle. 
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☐  Daily tactical/diaphragmatic breathing practised until automatic4 

☐  Protected sleep opportunity scheduled after every call-out 

☐  Two trusted peers, one supervisor, one family contact identified in writing 

☐  Personal early-warning signs documented (sleep, mood, irritability, substance use) 

☐  Regular physical activity or exercise maintained 

☐  Alcohol and medication use monitored — not used to self-medicate12 

☐  Grounding (5-4-3-2-1) and tactical breathing rehearsed, not just known5 

☐  Psychological first aid received before returning to full operational duty7 

☐  Peer-support contact made within 24–48 hours of a significant incident8 

☐  Family briefed appropriately, without operational disclosure9 

☐  Clinical / EAP referral pathway known and accessible 

☐  Non-punitive after-action review attended; quarterly resilience refresher completed2 

Overcoming Police Culture Barriers to Seeking Support 

Suppressing normal reactions to project strength is itself an occupational hazard. Restricted attention, 
self-regulatory difficulty, fatigue, and anger accumulate when officers avoid or suppress trauma-related 
emotion, which can drive alcohol misuse and other destructive coping.13 Unaddressed stigma is linked 
to early termination of service, relationship strain, and sleep disturbance — yet officers who do access 
care often report real benefit despite the perceived stigma.14 Self-care measurably lowers exhaustion; 
it is not indulgence.12 
SOP 

• Reframe wellness as tactical readiness, not weakness: the same “HERO within” that wins trust with a 
subject sustains the negotiator who uses it.1 

• Separate peer support from the command chain so officers can seek help without a performance-
review consequence.8 

• Have supervisors model help-seeking visibly and first — leadership normalization reduces stigma more 
than policy alone.10,13 

• Replace “toughing it out” language with normalizing language: name common reactions before an 
officer has to ask if they are “the only one.”7 
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• Track organizational stressors (workload, role clarity, peer trust), not only traumatic exposure — both 
predict burnout and both are within leadership’s control.10,11 

• Build talking about trauma into routine training and after-action reviews, not only crisis-triggered 
referral, so disclosure feels normal rather than exceptional.13 

 

FIELD REMINDER — You cannot sustainably lend calm to another person while denying yourself 
recovery, support, and care. Protecting negotiator wellbeing protects judgement, rapport, and the 
people whose lives depend on the negotiation response. 
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