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One of the greatest advantages a police officer develops throughout a career is experience. 
Time on the job teaches lessons that cannot be fully learned in an academy classroom. 
Experience helps officers recognize patterns, anticipate problems, communicate more 
effectively, and make better decisions under pressure. 

However, experience also creates one of the greatest dangers in law enforcement: 
complacency. 

The same familiarity that allows an experienced officer to handle situations more efficiently can 
also create a false sense of security. After handling hundreds or thousands of calls, an officer 
may begin believing they have seen everything. They may start assuming that situations will 
unfold the same way they have before. They may begin relying more on routine than 
awareness. 

That is when experience can become a liability. 

Complacency does not usually happen all at once. It develops slowly through small changes in 
behavior and attitude. An officer skips a safety check because they have done it a thousand 
times before. They approach a routine call with less attention because similar calls have never 
caused problems. They stop reviewing policies because they believe they already know them. 

The danger is that law enforcement is a profession where the one call that appears ordinary can 
become the call that changes everything. 

EXPERIENCE SHOULD CREATE CONFIDENCE, NOT CARELESSNESS 

Confidence is necessary in police work. Officers who lack confidence may hesitate, overthink 
decisions, or struggle to perform effectively during stressful situations. 

The goal is not to eliminate confidence. 

The goal is to maintain awareness while being confident. 

A professional officer understands that experience provides knowledge but does not guarantee 
safety. The fact that something has happened many times without a problem does not mean it 
cannot become dangerous the next time. 



A traffic stop is still a traffic stop, even after thousands of previous stops. 

A domestic violence call is still a domestic violence call, even if most previous calls ended 
peacefully. 

A suspicious person call is still unpredictable, even if similar calls have turned out to be 
harmless. 

Experience should teach you what to look for. 

It should never convince you that there is nothing left to see. 

ROUTINE IS WHERE COMPLACENCY BEGINS 

Police work naturally creates routines. 

Officers work the same areas. They respond to similar calls. They develop habits. They become 
familiar with certain locations and certain types of situations. 

Routine itself is not a problem. 

In fact, routines help officers perform effectively. They allow officers to handle basic tasks 
efficiently and reserve mental energy for more complex decisions. 

The problem occurs when routine replaces awareness. 

A complacent officer stops asking questions. 

They stop considering possibilities. 

They stop thinking about what could go wrong. 

They begin operating on assumptions. 

Assumptions are dangerous in law enforcement because criminals, circumstances, and human 
behavior do not always follow patterns. 

The person you stopped last week who was cooperative may not be the person you encounter 
today. 

The residence you have responded to before may present a completely different situation the 
next time you arrive. 

The officer who remains alert understands that familiarity does not eliminate risk. 

NEVER LET A BAD HABIT BECOME YOUR NORMAL 

One of the challenges in police work is that officers often learn from the people around them. 
This can be positive when experienced officers demonstrate professionalism, sound judgment, 
and good habits. 



However, it can become dangerous when officers adopt the wrong behaviors simply because 
they have seen them repeated. 

Every department has officers who have developed shortcuts. Some shortcuts may be 
harmless. Others may create unnecessary risk. 

A veteran officer may say, "I've done it this way for twenty years, and nothing has ever 
happened." 

That statement should never be viewed as proof that the behavior is safe. 

Sometimes people are fortunate. 

Sometimes people avoid consequences for years until one moment exposes the mistake. 

Good officers learn from experience. 

Great officers also learn from the mistakes of others. 

You do not need to experience every lesson personally to understand its importance. 

YOUR SAFETY HABITS MUST REMAIN CONSISTENT 

Officer safety is not something you practice only when you believe a situation is dangerous. 

Officer safety must become part of your daily routine. 

The experienced officer who continues checking surroundings, communicating clearly, and 
following safety procedures is not being overly cautious. 

They are being professional. 

Many tragedies in law enforcement occur during situations that officers believed were routine. 
The danger was not always obvious. The officer was not always dealing with someone who 
appeared threatening. 

That is why habits matter. 

When safety practices become automatic, they are more likely to be followed during stressful 
moments. 

The officer who maintains good habits during ordinary situations is better prepared when an 
extraordinary situation occurs. 

DO NOT LET YEARS ON THE JOB REMOVE YOUR CURIOSITY 

One characteristic shared by many great officers is that they remain curious throughout their 
careers. 

They continue asking questions. 



They continue learning. 

They continue looking for ways to improve. 

Complacency often begins when an officer believes there is nothing left to learn. 

That mindset is dangerous because law enforcement is constantly changing. Laws change. 
Technology changes. Criminal behavior changes. Community expectations change. 

An officer who stops learning slowly becomes less effective. 

The best officers never reach a point where they believe they know everything. 

They understand that every call, every person, and every situation has something to teach 
them. 

WATCH FOR ATTITUDE CHANGES 

Complacency is not only about safety habits. 

It is also about attitude. 

An officer may become complacent when they begin believing they are above criticism. They 
may stop accepting feedback from supervisors or coworkers. They may become irritated when 
newer officers ask questions. They may believe that their years of experience make them 
automatically correct. 

Experience deserves respect. 

But experience should create humility, not arrogance. 

The officers who have been successful for decades are usually the ones who understand that 
they still have room to improve. 

They do not need to prove they are the most experienced person in the room. 

Their professionalism speaks for itself. 

REMEMBER WHY YOU STARTED 

Most officers begin their careers with a strong sense of purpose. They want to help people, 
make a difference, and be part of something meaningful. 

Over time, the difficulties of the profession can affect that mindset. 

Negative experiences, frustrating calls, difficult supervisors, and repeated exposure to human 
problems can slowly change how an officer views the job. 

This is another form of complacency. 



An officer can become so familiar with the problems of policing that they forget the importance 
of the work itself. 

Do not lose sight of why you became an officer. 

The job may become routine to you. 

It may never be routine to the person who needs your help. 

FINAL THOUGHT 

Experience is one of the greatest tools a police officer can develop, but experience must always 
be combined with humility and awareness. 

The dangerous officer is not always the inexperienced officer. 

Sometimes the most dangerous officer is the one who has become so comfortable that they 
stop recognizing risk. 

Never assume that because something has always been safe, it will always remain safe. 

Never assume that because you have seen something before, you have seen everything. 

Never allow confidence to become carelessness. 

A long and successful law enforcement career requires experience, but it also requires the 
discipline to approach every call with the same professionalism, awareness, and respect that 
you had on your first day behind the badge. 

The day you believe you have nothing left to learn is the day you become the officer most in 
need of learning. 

 


