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YOUR FIRST DEATH 

NOTIFICATION: THE CALL 

YOU WILL NEVER FORGET 
 

There are many calls during a police officer's career that will be difficult to forget. Some involve 
danger. Some involve violence. Some involve moments where an officer's training, judgment, 
and courage are tested in ways they never expected. 

A death notification is different. 

There may be no physical threat. There may be no suspect to pursue. There may be no 
immediate action that changes the outcome. 

Instead, your responsibility is to walk into someone's life and deliver news that will permanently 
change it. 

For many officers, the first death notification they deliver is one of the most memorable 
moments of their career. They remember the location. They remember the family member's 
reaction. They remember the words they used. They remember the silence that followed. 

It is a responsibility unlike almost anything else in law enforcement because, for that moment, 
you are not simply an officer handling a call. 

You are the person carrying the worst news someone will ever receive. 

THE ACADEMY CANNOT FULLY PREPARE YOU FOR THIS 

Police academies teach officers how to respond to emergencies, investigate crimes, 
communicate with people in crisis, and protect life. Those skills are essential, but there are 
some parts of police work that cannot truly be understood until you experience them. 

A death notification is one of those moments. 

You can learn procedures. You can receive advice from experienced officers. You can 
understand the importance of compassion and professionalism. 



But nothing completely prepares you for standing in front of another human being and telling 
them that someone they love has died. 

The first time it happens, many officers realize that the job is not only about enforcing laws and 
handling emergencies. It is also about being present during some of the most painful moments 
of people's lives. 

That responsibility should never be taken lightly. 

PREPARE YOURSELF BEFORE YOU ARRIVE 

A death notification should never be treated like any other call. Before approaching the 
residence or location, take time to gather as much accurate information as possible. 

Know the name of the person who died. 

Know what information you can provide. 

Know what information you cannot provide. 

Avoid making assumptions or sharing details you have not confirmed. 

Families often have questions immediately. They may want to know what happened, when it 
happened, or why it happened. Sometimes you will have answers. Sometimes you will not. 

It is better to honestly say, "I do not know yet," than to provide information that later proves 
incorrect. 

The words you choose during a death notification may remain with someone for the rest of their 
life. 

Choose them carefully. 

DO NOT DELAY THE MESSAGE 

One of the most common mistakes inexperienced people make when delivering difficult news is 
attempting to soften the message so much that the person does not understand what is being 
said. 

Avoid vague statements. 

Avoid phrases such as "something happened" or "there has been an accident" without 
immediately explaining what occurred. 

When someone is receiving traumatic information, their mind may search for answers. They 
may sense that something is wrong but not fully understand. 

The message should be clear, respectful, and direct. 

The goal is not to make the news less painful. That is impossible. 



The goal is to make sure the person understands what has happened while being treated with 
dignity. 

YOUR MANNER MATTERS 

People often remember how information was delivered as much as the information itself. 

Your tone of voice matters. 

Your body language matters. 

Your patience matters. 

A death notification is not the time to appear rushed or emotionally disconnected. The family 
member standing in front of you is not simply another person you are interacting with during 
your shift. They are experiencing a moment that may divide their life into "before" and "after." 

Remain professional, but do not become robotic. 

Show compassion. 

Allow silence. 

Give the person time to process what you have said. 

There may be crying. There may be disbelief. There may be anger. There may be no reaction at 
all. 

People respond to devastating news in different ways. 

Your job is not to judge their reaction. 

Your job is to support them through the moment. 

UNDERSTAND THAT EVERYONE RESPONDS DIFFERENTLY 

New officers sometimes expect people to react in a certain way when receiving news of a death. 

They expect tears. 

They expect shock. 

They expect emotional collapse. 

While those reactions are common, not everyone responds the same way. 

Some people become completely silent. 

Some begin asking practical questions. 



Some become angry. 

Some appear calm because their mind has not fully processed what they have heard. 

There is no single correct response to grief. 

Do not mistake a lack of visible emotion for a lack of caring. 

People protect themselves from overwhelming emotions in different ways. 

THE FAMILY MAY NEED MORE THAN INFORMATION 

A death notification is not only about delivering facts. It is also about recognizing what the family 
needs in that moment. 

They may need to know what happens next. 

They may need help contacting relatives. 

They may need information about recovering belongings. 

They may need someone to simply remain present for a few minutes while they process what 
has happened. 

Small acts of compassion can have a lasting impact. 

A glass of water. 

A chair. 

A calm explanation. 

A few extra minutes before leaving. 

These things may seem insignificant to you, but to someone experiencing the worst moment of 
their life, they can mean everything. 

TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF AFTERWARD 

Many officers focus on the family receiving the news and forget that the experience can affect 
them as well. 

A death notification can stay with an officer for years. 

You may remember the expression on someone's face. You may remember the sound of their 
reaction. You may think about the conversation long after your shift ends. 

That is normal. 

Do not assume that because you were not physically injured, the call did not affect you. 



Police officers experience emotional trauma as part of the profession. Recognizing that does not 
make you weak. It makes you aware. 

Talk with someone you trust. 

A partner. 

A supervisor. 

A mentor. 

A family member. 

You do not have to carry every difficult moment alone. 

REMEMBER THE PRIVILEGE OF THE ROLE 

A death notification is one of the hardest responsibilities an officer will ever have, but it is also 
one of the most meaningful. 

In that moment, a family is trusting you with their grief. 

They will not remember every detail about the investigation. They may not remember everything 
you said. 

But they will remember how you treated them. 

They will remember whether you showed compassion. 

They will remember whether you treated their loved one with dignity. 

They will remember whether they felt like they were dealing with a professional who cared. 

FINAL THOUGHT 

Your first death notification will likely be a call you never forget. 

You may remember the emotions. You may remember the questions. You may remember the 
moment when you realized that being a police officer meant carrying burdens that most people 
will never experience. 

Do not view that emotional impact as a weakness. 

It is a reminder that you still understand the importance of human life. 

The badge gives you authority, but moments like these remind you why you were trusted with it. 

A police officer does many difficult things throughout a career. 



Few are more important than standing with a family during their darkest moment and delivering 
the truth with compassion, dignity, and respect. 

 


