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The Norfolk Police Department (NPD) is the primary law enforcement agency for the City of 

Norfolk, Virginia.  The City of Norfolk is approximately 96 square miles with a population of 

242,234. The City of Norfolk hosts one of the largest military installations in the United States 

and two major interstate systems.  The Norfolk Police Department has 879 authorized full-time 

positions.  Of that number, 776 are sworn law enforcement positions and 102 are civilian support 

staff.  The department is headed by Chief of Police, Larry D. Boone and is divided into three 

bureaus which are identified as Investigative Service, Administrative Services and Field 

Operations.  The mission of the Norfolk Police Department is to provide protection and police 

services responsive to the needs of the people of Norfolk by providing a safe environment for 

communities, businesses, and visitors to the City of Norfolk.

 

The Norfolk Police Department actively supports employees obtaining mental health and 

wellness assistance that is responsive and unique to law enforcement needs.  This agency has 

made significant strides in the last few years and continues to improve its support network and 

wellness resources. 

 

It is the policy of the Norfolk Police Department to maintain a Critical Incident and Stress 

Management Program and Peer Support Unit (CISM-PSU).  The program consists of 

specially trained peers, chaplains, and mental health providers all designed to give Norfolk 

Police Department members the opportunity to receive emotional and tangible peer support 

through times of professional and personal crises while also anticipating and addressing potential 

difficulties.  The CISM-PSU augments the City of Norfolk’s existing Employee Assistance 

Program (EAP) and does not replace psychological treatment.   

 

In 2015, a Critical Incident Stress Management -Peer Support Unit was developed and 

implemented following the tragic death of Norfolk Police Officer Brian Jones and the definitive 

realization of the need for peer support through critical incident debriefings. The need grew and 

branched into stress management related services designed to address problems such as Anxiety, 

Depression, Family/Marriage, and Substance Abuse issues, as well as to mitigate internal 

stressors.  



3 
 

In both 2017 and 2018, police suicides throughout the country surpassed the number of line of 

duty deaths. As an organization, Norfolk Police Department would never allow our officers to hit 

the streets without the proper equipment and training to ensure they return home safely, and we 

work to ensure they are emotionally and psychologically prepared as well. 

As the department navigated through the development of the program, the realization of the need 

for officer wellness resonated.  The department recognized that changing social norms, political 

structures, anti-law enforcement media response and the onset of a pandemic were additional 

stressors faced by officers in unprecedented times.   The newly established unit concentrated on 

normalizing wellness services which historically have been taboo in the law enforcement 

environment.  As a result of the push to normalize officer well-being, the CISM-Peer Support 

Unit expanded into a full time sergeant and two sworn officers. Over a five-year span, the unit 

has had thousands of officer contacts dealing with matters such as substance abuse, 

organizational stress, family stress, depression, anxiety, discipline, stress management, death, 

morale, and other associated issues with a very small budget and a network of resources outside 

of the city’s EAP.  In 2019, the unit navigated through 764 officer contacts related to wellness.  

In 2020, officer contacts rose an additional 67% based on situational/environmental factors 

occurring during the time as well as the normalization push by the unit to make wellness a 

priority. 

The time came to expand the capabilities of the CISM-Peer Support Unit with a Wellness 

Initiative that encompasses not only the intervention and treatment of our officers, but also takes 

proactive steps that will reduce the stigma of reaching out for help. 

The mission of the Norfolk Police Department’s Wellness Initiative headed by the CISM-Peer 

Support Unit is defined as “reducing or removing interferences to employee wellness, whether 

personally or professionally induced, by providing help resources, training and intervention.”  

To achieve this larger mission, its specific goals are as follows: 

• Identifying and enhancing existing wellness resources 

• Developing and providing mental/physical wellness education 

• Collaborating with academic institutions on innovative [law enforcement] studies 

• Developing partnerships with health and wellness providers 

• Staying abreast of wellness program best-practices through research 

• Serving as an advocate for employees enduring personal or professional difficulties 
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The implementation of the Wellness Initiative also led to the Norfolk CISM-PSU providing 

training on trauma, mental health issues and providing resources to numerous local, regional, 

state and national agencies and organizations.  That list of organizations includes but is not 

limited to; the Virginia Association of Chiefs of Police, Crisis Intervention Team International, 

Virginia Law Enforcement Assistance Program, Norfolk FBI Alumni Association, Norfolk 

Juvenile Detention, Norfolk YWCA (Domestic Violence Initiative), Chesapeake Police 

Academy, Portsmouth Police Department, Roanoke Police/Sherriff, Virginia Beach CIT, Norfolk 

State University Sociology Department, Virginia Regional Dive Conference, Mid-Atlantic 

Association of Women in Law Enforcement, and the state of Virginia’s Office of the Attorney 

General. Further, trainings have been conducted across the state for the Virginia Department of 

Criminal Justice Services.  CISM-PSU also works with other first responders, provides resources 

for veterans and links services for citizens and their families experiencing mental health crisis. 

The CISM-Peer Support Unit also provides specialized training and coaching to supervisors 

on wellness-related issues so that, as the primary caregivers for the employees who report to 

them, they can effectively address wellness concerns in their own commands. This includes 

a module during in-service leadership training to cover symptoms and behaviors that 

supervisors may encounter and can help address. 

The Norfolk Police Department Wellness Initiative also enhances the relationship with 

the Norfolk Police Chaplain Corps to ensure that spiritual guidance and support are 

utilized upon an officer’s request whether personally or professionally. 

Family support is critical for law enforcement officers and all families have their own unique 

ways to navigate the challenges and opportunities that come with a life in law enforcement. The 

Norfolk Police Department CISM-Peer Support works with our officer’s wives, husbands, 

companions, and children to ensure that they have level of understanding that family support is 

critical for law enforcement officers to maintain healthy, balanced lives.  The unit provides 

access and contact to the family members of officers and is developing methods to hold 

sessions and workshops that incorporate family members into the wellness initiative.   

The Norfolk Police Department CISM-Peer Support Unit also works with other peer support 

groups such as C.O.P.S, (Concerns of Police Survivors) but will also look to establish a S.O.L.O 

(Support our Loved Ones) group by enlisting loved ones to develop a peer support group that can 

meet and discuss some of the daily struggles that come with being in a law enforcement 

relationship. The Norfolk Police Department Wellness Initiative assists with training, resources 

as well as establishing peer support groups for some of the categories listed below: 
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• Academy Spouses/Companions 

• Cancer/Long Term Illness 

• Grief counseling 

• Officer Involved Shooting / Traumatic Incident 

• Marital Support 

• Motherhood 

• Retirement transition 

The CISM-Peer Support Unit continues to work with the current Wellness Coordinator to help 

strengthen existing policies and procedures as it pertains to officer wellness and develop a 

voluntary fitness program based on the needs of the organization, taking into consideration 

demographics, internal culture, and individual officer fitness needs. It is requested that agency 

executives show full support and actively participate to alter and increase the focus of wellness 

throughout the organization.  In 2020 the CISM-PSU completed the development of a Norfolk 

Police Department Wellness Center, which allows officers access 24/7 on and off-duty without 

paying for memberships to local gyms and CrossFit facilities. The facility was outfitted for 

functional fitness as well as have traditional fitness equipment.  The facility build-out included 

state of the art equipment from Rogue Fitness and Beaverfit to enhance officer functional fitness.  

CISM-PSU also partnered with a certified yoga instructor to provide Yoga for First Responder 

classes on and off-duty.  
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In December of 2018, the Norfolk Police Department became the first department in the nation 

trained on Wellness and Resilience skills in a partnership with IACP, BJA-VALOR and the 

University of Penn. This 3-day training initiated the development of a course that was brought back 

to the Norfolk Police Department and implemented into the 2020 police in-service training, designed 

to teach officers both wellness and resilience skills that can be used throughout their career.  In 

building these resilience skills, the organization benefits from improved job performance, 

increased well-being on and off the job, enhanced trust, social support and strong relationships, 

prevention and reduction of depression and anxiety, discourages substance abuse and reduces 

conduct problems.  As 2020 wraps up, Norfolk Police Department has trained approximately 98% 

of sworn employees VALOR Officer Safety and Wellness (resiliency skills) which is currently being 

evaluated for measured success through the administration of pre and post training surveys. 
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In April of 2020 Norfolk Police Department paired with a local non-profit organization, Mutts 

with a Mission, to implement the addition of a facility dog named “Lilly” to the CISM-Peer 

Support Unit. According to Assistance Dog International, a facility dog is “a specially trained 

dog that works with a volunteer or professional in a residential or clinic setting. The dog must 

be trained to do specific, skilled tasks in a variety of different situations within the facility 

environment with multiple clients; it must be more than just a presence within the facility. The 

volunteer or professional handler is trained by a program. An additional puppy, ‘Murph”, was 

added to be trained for future deployment within the unit in September 2020. The concept behind 

officer wellness is to ensure that officers can receive services for mental health and wellness and 

have support in place to maintain a level of well-being.  Well adjusted, balanced, and healthy 

officers are proven to have a stronger job performance and relationships in the community in 

which they serve.  Considering the demonstrated success of dogs in reducing stress levels the 

concept of service/facility dogs is one that has been embraced globally. Our canine companions 

can help assist with situations that are emotionally taxing and reduce stress, anxiety, and 

depression just by being present. By adding facility dogs to the current CISM-PSU Norfolk 

provided an additional tool that provides support and a sense of calm during times of emotional 

and/or psychological stressors as well as traumatic events.  The bottom line is that science has 

shown that dogs are a powerful tool for the reduction of stress.  
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With the onset of technology and the need to broaden the availability and audience for officer 

mental health and wellness, the Norfolk Police Department is reviewing innovative ways to 

connect within the law enforcement community as it pertains to health and wellness.  A wellness 

app will provide technology and hands on access to wellness across the Norfolk Police 

Department.  Wellness apps are designed to provide confidential hand-held protective wellness 

access 24/7.  Proactive hand-held wellness solutions feature anonymous self-assessments, peer 

support, vetted therapists, one-touch calling and on-demand tools targeting alcohol abuse, 

critical incidents, depression, family support, marriage guidance, physical fitness, posttraumatic 

stress, resilience, sleep optimization, stress management, suicide risk, trauma and much more.  

By adding a wellness application to the current Wellness CISM-PSU Norfolk would be 

providing additional technological access to support services that work in conjunction with the 

current services while reinforcing the message and use of the current services.  The access to the 

app will also assist with the fear of being labeled by providing anonymity to officers who 

currently have insecurities about reaching out for assistance.  The application enhances the 

current program by implementing a cost-effective hands on 24/7 access through smart phones 

that have established connections to the available services provided by the current Critical 

Incident and Stress Management Program and Peer Support Unit (CISM-PSU). 
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In closing, the Norfolk Police Department has continued to improve physical fitness, mental 

wellness, resiliency and implemented training to ensure that each officer that is well equipped 

to face any and all challenges that they may face on a daily basis. As an organization, we ask 

our officers to make split second decisions that impact their lives not just their careers. We 

must also ensure that each officer is equipped to handle the mental challenges that they will 

face throughout their career. We are creating a culture in which the stigma associated with 

asking for help is minimalized and continue the path of ensuring that each officer is given the 

opportunity to seek help for whatever they may endure. 

 


