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YOUR FIRST HOUR 

BEHIND THE BADGE 

 

You have spent months preparing for this hour. The academy, the PT tests at 5 AM, the penal 
code, the defensive tactics, the firearms qualifications, the scenario training where instructors 
yelled until your ears rang. You have ironed this uniform a hundred times. You have checked 
your duty belt three times this morning alone. 
 
And now dispatch is about to give you your first call, and you are about to learn that nothing, 
absolutely nothing, quite prepares you for your first hour behind the badge. 
 
This monograph is not about tactics you learned in the academy. It is about what that first hour 
will feel like, and the things you must remember when adrenaline tries to make you forget them. 
 

A. The Weight Changes 

 
The first thing every officer remembers about the first hour is not a call, but the weight. 
 
Your vest feels tighter. Your gun belt feels heavier. Your radio is suddenly too loud. You will be 
hyper-aware of every piece of equipment on your body, and convinced everyone is staring at it. 
They are, a little, but not the way you think. 
 
In the academy, the badge was a goal. In this first hour, it becomes a responsibility. People will 
look at you differently. Some with relief. Some with suspicion. Some with a test to see how you 
will react. Your job in this first hour is to understand that the uniform now speaks before you do. 
 
Important to remember: You do not have to prove you are an officer. You are one. The officers 
who get in trouble in their first hour are the ones who feel they have to prove their authority. 
Speak calmly. Lower your voice, don't raise it.  
 
The quietest person on the scene is usually the one in control. 
 

B. Time Will Distort 
 
Your first hour will feel like ten minutes and ten hours at the same time. 
 
Adrenaline is a chemical liar.  
 
It will make your heart pound at 120 beats per minute while you are just driving. It will make you 
drive too fast, talk too fast, and make decisions too fast. It will also create tunnel vision, literally.  



 
Your peripheral vision will narrow, your hearing will distort, and you will fixate on one thing and 
miss three others. 
 
This is normal. Every officer has felt it. 
 
What to do about it: 
 
Breathe on purpose. Before you key up the mic, before you step out of the car, take one tactical 
breath, four seconds in, four seconds hold, four seconds out. It feels ridiculous.  
 
Do it anyway. It drops your heart rate 10-15 beats and gives your brain back to you. 
 
Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast. You will want to rush to every call. Your Field Training 
Officer will teach you this: the difference between a 60-second response and a 90-second 
response almost never changes the outcome, but arriving out of control will always make it 
worse. 
 

C. The Radio Is Your Lifeline — Use It Right 
 
In the first hour, the radio will be your greatest source of anxiety.  
 
You will be terrified of saying something stupid on a recorded channel that the whole county can 
hear. 
 
Here is the truth: you will say something awkward on the radio. Everyone does. What matters is 
clarity and safety. 
 

Three rules for your first hour: 
 
1.  Know where you are, always. Before you need help, you need to tell them where to send it. 
Every time you stop, read the street signs, note the hundred block, note a landmark. If you get 
lost mentally, you are a liability to yourself and your partners. 
 
2.  Tell them what you have and what you need. "I'm out at 3rd and Elm, one male, non-
compliant, need another unit" is better than a perfect 10-code you stutter over. 
 
3.  Acknowledge your traffic. When dispatch calls you, answer. Even if it is just "10-4." Silence 
on the radio makes everyone nervous. 
 

D. No Call Is "Routine"  
Your FTO will likely give you something small in your first hour, a parking complaint, a cold 
report, a business check. You will be tempted to relax because it is not a "real" call. 
 
There are no routine calls in law enforcement. There are only calls that end routinely because 
the officer stayed alert. 



 
The barking dog call is the one where the owner is wanted. The traffic stop for a dead tag is the 
one where the driver just robbed a store. This is not to make you paranoid. It is to make you 
professional. 
 
On every contact in your first hour, remember: 
 
Watch the hands. It is not a cliché. Hands are what can hurt you. WATCH THEIR 
HANDS!!! 
 

Keep your distance and your angles. Do not stand directly in front of someone. Do not let 
someone stand behind you while you write. Use your car as cover, not just transportation. 
 
Be respectful, but keep control of the conversation. You can say "sir" and "ma'am" and still tell 
someone what you need them to do. Respect costs you nothing and buys you everything. 
 

E. You Are Being Watched — And Not Just By The Public 

 
In your first hour, three audiences are evaluating you. 
 
The public is watching to see if you are fair, calm, and competent. 
 
Your fellow officers are watching to see if you are safe, humble, and coachable. The fastest way 
to lose a squad is to act like you already know everything.  
 
Say "I don't know, what would you do?" often. Say "thank you for showing me that" even more. 
Humility is not weakness behind the badge. It is survival. 
 
And you are watching yourself. You will replay every word you said on that first call. You will 
think you sounded like an idiot. You didn't. You sounded like a new officer, which is exactly what 
you are. 
 

F. Five Things To Carry That Are Not On Your Belt 
 
For your first hour and every hour after, carry these with you: 
 
1. A pen and a notebook that works. Write everything down. Your memory will fail under stress. 
Your notes will not. If it isn't written down, it didn't happen. 
 
2. Discretion. The academy taught you the letter of the law. Your first hour will teach you that 
you have discretion on almost everything except integrity. How you use it defines the kind of 
officer you will become. Enforce the law, but never forget to serve the person. 
 
3. Empathy with boundaries. On your first hour, you will meet someone on the worst day of their 
life. Maybe a victim, maybe a family member, maybe the suspect. You do not have to fix their 



life. You do have to treat them like a human being. "I understand this is difficult" is a powerful 
sentence. 
 
4. The courage to say stop. If something feels wrong — a scene feels unsafe, an order feels 
unlawful, a joke feels cruel — you have the right and duty to pause. The best officers I have 
ever known are the ones who will say, "Hold on a second, let's think about this." 
 
5. Your why. Why did you put this badge on? Was it family? Service? A calling? In your first 
hour, when your hands are shaking after your first hot call, you will need to touch that why 
again. It is what will keep you honest when no one is looking. 
 
Final Word Before You Go 10-8 
 
You will never have another first hour behind the badge. It will be clumsy and overwhelming and 
unforgettable. 
 
You will not be perfect. You are not supposed to be. You are supposed to be safe, observant, 
humble, and willing to learn. 
 
Check your gear one more time. Adjust your vest. Turn your radio up just enough. 
 
Take that tactical breath. 
 
And remember: someone you love prayed you would come home safe today. The best way to 
honor that love, and this badge, is to do this hour right — with your eyes open, your mouth 
closed a little more than you want, and your integrity locked tight. 
 
Now go. Dispatch is calling. 
 


