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This article examines coping behavior and psychological defense mechanisms among law enforcement officers
under conditions of chronic occupational stress. The relevance of the study is determined by the extreme nature of police
work, continuous psychoemotional strain, high levels of professional responsibility, and the impact of socioeconomic
disruptions associated with martial law. Under such conditions, the effectiveness of professional functioning largely
depends on the development of adaptive coping strategies and the structure of psychological defense mechanisms.

The purpose of the study is to analyze the coping behavior and psychological defense of police officers from
different units with different lengths of service.

The scientific novelty of the study lies in identifying department-specific patterns of coping behavior among law
enforcement officers, taking into account professional experience, as well as in analyzing the dynamics of the balance
between adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies under prolonged occupational stress.

The findings indicate that criminal police officers are more likely to employ avoidance- and emotion-oriented
coping strategies, whereas patrol police officers and personnel support staff predominantly rely on problem-focused
coping. Rationalization, denial, and projection prevail in the structure of psychological defense mechanisms. With
increasing length of service, the use of avoidance strategies decreases, while orientation toward constructive coping
strategies increases. The results substantiate the need for differentiated psychological support programs and targeted
resilience development interventions for law enforcement personnel.

Key words: coping behavior, psychological defense mechanisms, stress, professional activity, law enforcement
officers, length of service, adaptive coping strategies, avoidance.

Binenees 1. OCOBJIMBOCTI KOIIIHI-IIOBEOIHKNM Y CTPECOBUX CUTYALIAX
ITPAIIIBHUMKIB ITIPABOOXOPOHHWMX OPTAHIB

Cmamms npucesuena 00CiONCeHHIO 0COONUBOCMEN KONIHS-NOBCOIHKU MAd MEXAHIZMIE NCUXONOSIUHO20 3AXUCTY
NPasooOXoPOHYI6 8 yYMOBAX XPOHIUHO20 NPoghecilinoco cmpecy. AKmyanbHicmb O0CAIOINCEHHS 3yMOGLEHA eKCIMPEMATbHUM
xapaxmepom OisibHOCMI CRIBPOOIMHUKIE OP2AHIE 6HYMPIUIHIX CNPAB, NOCMIUHOK NCUXOEMOYITIHOIO HANPY2OI, BUCOKOIO
8IONOBIOATLHICIIO MA 8NIUBOM COYIANLHO-EKOHOMIUHUX NOMPSACIHb, NO8 SA3AHUX 13 60EHHUM cmaHom. EgexmusHnicmb
npoghecitinoi JisIbHOCMI 8 MAKUX YMOBAX 6A2AMO 6 YOMY BUSHAYAEMBCA CHOPMOBAHICMIO AOANMUBHUX CIpamezill
NOOONAHHA CMPeECi8 | XapaKmepom NCUXOTOSTUHUX 3AXUCINIG, WO BUKOPUCTNOBYIOMBCA.

Mema Oocniddcennss — euasumu NCUXONOiUHI 0OCOONUBOCMI KONIHS-NOBCOTHKU A MEXAHI3MIE NCUXOIO2IUHO2O0
3axucmy npayieHuKié noiyii pisHux niopo30inie ma 3 pisHUM CMAaxicem nPopeciunol JisIbHOCH.

Memooonoeis 00CcniOiceH s IPDYHMYBANACS HA NPUHYUNAX CUCTEMHO20 MA OILIbHICHO20 NIOX00I6.

Hayxosa nosuszna 0ocniodicents nonseac y eusgieHti cneyuiku Konine-nogeoinku npayieHuKie npagooxopoOHHUX
Opeanié 3 ypaxy8awHam niopo30iny ma npogeciiinozo cmaxicy, a Makoxdc 8 aHANi3i OUHAMIKU CNiB8IOHOUIEHHS
aoanmueHux ma 0e3a0anmueHux cmpameziti ONAHy8aAHHA CIMPeEC).

Bcmanoeneno, wo cniepoOimuuku KpuMiHAIbHOI NOMIYil uacmiuie SUKOPUCIOBYIOMb CMpameii VHUKHEHHS.
ma emoyiliHoeo peazyeanis, mooi K NPAYi6HUKU NampyivHOi Noniyii ma Kaopoeoco 3aOe3neueHHsi NepesadcHo
OpIEHMOBAHT HA BUPIWEHHS NPOOTeMU. Y CmPYKMYpPI NCUXOIO2IYHUX 3aXUCTIE OOMIHYIOMb PAYIOHANI3AYis, 3anepeyeHHs.
ma npoexyis. 3i 30inbuweHHAM Cmadicy 3HUNCYEMbCA 3HAUYWICb cmpamezii’ YHUKHeHHs ma 3pocmae opicHmayis na
KOHCpYKmusHi popmu koniney. Ompumani pe3yavmamu 008005msb He0OXIOHICHb 8NPO8AVHCEHHA OUpepeHYilio8aHux
NPOSPaAM NCUXONOLTUHOI NIOMPUMKU MA PO3BUMKY CINPECOCMIIKOCI CRiIBPOOIMHUKIE NPABOOXOPOHHUX OP2AHIE.

Knwuosi croea: ronine-nogedinka, NCUxonioSiMHUll 3axXucm, cmpec, npogeciina OisulbHICMb, NPABOOXOPOHHI
opeanu, cmaoic pobomu, a0anmueHi cmpamezii, VHUKHEHHL.

Introduction. Three years of war with russia, accompanied by significant socioeconomic transformations
and upheavals, have significantly increased the number of potential stressors dangerous to human
psychological health. Effective functioning in such conditions largely depends on the necessary personal
resources for regulating one’s attitude toward rapidly changing life situations and the ability to overcome
negative experiences through specific strategies of mastering behavior. The ability to adequately perceive
a situation, adapt to it, and self-regulate mental states are also important components of resilience, ensuring
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a state of mental homeostasis. This significantly reduces emotional tension and anxiety, thereby ensuring
the rational use of mental resources and reducing the disruption of physiological and behavioral responses.
Psychological research confirms that successful adaptation to new conditions involves gradual understanding
of the new situation and, if possible, even a change in its conditions. The response system is also restructured
in accordance with the new perception of the situation.

The study of the diverse methods and mechanisms of human adaptation to the demands of professional
activity, directly related to stress, initially seemed like a natural extension of the classical postulates of Selye’s
stress theory into the analysis of the most important forms of human activity. At the same time, the possibilities
of directly transferring the conceptual framework developed by Selye’s school to the analysis of specific
situations and phenomena are clearly limited by the diversity and complexity of the realities of professional
life. Consequently, in applied research, the concepts of “stress” and “adaptive regulation” began to be
interpreted very loosely, as mere general guidelines, which spurred the development of occupational stress
research, which began in the West in the late 1960s.

This field of applied research, which is being developed very intensively today, arose at the intersection
of psychology, physiology, medicine, and a number of social sciences related to labor. Today, the study
of workplace stress is identified as a critical scientific issue due to its impact on performance, productivity,
work quality, and health.

The theoretical foundations of stress-coping behavior are closely linked to the problem of stress. Coping
and stress are two inseparable processes. Selye’s concept of stress and that of his followers focused primarily
on analyzing the external stressor. However, psychologists, above all, substantiated the proposition that
the ability to overcome stress is, in most cases, more important than the nature, magnitude, and frequency
of the stress. This became the theoretical basis for the development of the transactional cognitive theory
of stress and coping behavior.

Due to the nature of their professional work, law enforcement officers work under conditions of heightened
psycho-emotional stress and the negative impact of a variety of stress factors, a topic that has received
considerable attention from Ukrainian researchers [1; 2; 3]. The ability to effectively cope with stressful
situations determines the effectiveness of their work and reduces the likelihood of destructive professional
changes. One means of overcoming difficult life situations is psychological defense mechanisms and coping
behavior, which is why research into coping strategies and psychoprotective behavior among law enforcement
officers is particularly important.

Materials and methods. A number of scientific studies by Z. Freud, L. Murphy, R. Lazarus, A. Billings,
S. Volkman, S. Hobbfall [4; 5; 6] and others are devoted to the study of strategies of psychoprotective
and coping behavior. However, despite the fairly significant number of studies on this problem, it is quite
relevant in terms of psychological assistance to people working in stressful conditions, in particular police
officers. Taking into account this feature of the professional activity of employees of the internal affairs
bodies, we had the opportunity to study the level of formation psychoprotective behavior of law enforcement
officers, compare these characteristics among officers of different departments, and also track the dynamics
of changes in coping mechanisms among law enforcement officers with different lengths of service.

The purpose of this study is to determine the psychological characteristics of the psychoprotective
and coping behavior of police officers from different departments and with different lengths of professional
experience.

The object of the study is the coping behavior of the personality of employees of the internal affairs bodies.

The subject of the study is the psychoprotective and coping behavior of employees of internal affairs
agencies.

To achieve the set goals, the following tasks had to be solved:

To identify the mechanisms of psychological defense and characteristics of coping behavior in stressful
situations of employees of various departments of the internal affairs bodies.

To determine the characteristics of coping behavior of law enforcement officers depending on their length
of professional experience

In the process of theoretical study of the problem and scientific research work, special empirical methods
were used — psychodiagnostic research methods:

— “Lifestyle Index” (R. Plutchik) — for the diagnosis of various mechanisms of psychological defense;

— “Coping behavior in stressful situations” (S. Norman, D. Endler, D. James, M. Parker) — to study
the characteristics of individual behavior in a stressful situation and to determine the dominant coping-stress
behavioral strategies of law enforcement officers;

— “Coping test” (R. Lazarus) — to determine the dominant coping strategies of employees of internal
affairs agencies, which are used by the individual in order to overcome the negative influence of stress factors;

— Corrective methods — conducting training to increase the level of stress resistance and create a positive
“I-concept”.
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In order to establish cause-and-effect relationships, methods of mathematical statistics were used:
Student’s t-test.

Fifty-six police officers in the Kharkiv region participated in the study. Participants were divided into
three groups based on the specific nature of their work.

Results. Coping is aimed at eliminating a psychologically threatening situation, that is, maintaining
a balance between environmental demands and the resources that satisfy these conditions. The prerequisite for
coping is stress-a human condition, a nonspecific reaction at the physiological, psychological, and behavioral
levels that occurs in response to adverse events.

Stress management is an integral component of an organization’s overall HR management system. This
process involves implementing a system of measures aimed at helping individuals adapt to stressful situations,
as well as preventing them. Stress management is of paramount importance to law enforcement agencies.

There is reason to believe that service in the police department requires employees to develop new, specific
coping behaviors that enable them to effectively cope with stress on a daily basis, regardless of the severity
of the stressor, and to respond appropriately to multiple stressful situations. In our opinion, phenomena
such as suicide, personnel deaths, violations of the law, and negative manifestations of stress are directly
or indirectly related to the lack of development of these coping behaviors, coping behavior among police
officers, their use of maladaptive coping strategies and the “weakness” of personal-environmental coping
resources.

To determine the dominant coping-stress behavioral strategies of law enforcement officers, we used
the method “Coping behavior in stressful situations” (S. Norman, D.F. Endler, D.A. James, M.1. Parker).

The results of the study are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Features of coping behavior in stressful situations of employees of the internal affairs bodies of various
departments (x +06, points)

average

Type and coping CP PD PP t1-2 | t2-3 | t1-3
behavior
Orientation to solve the 342 +24.13 54.14 £38.21 62.52 +45.23 275 % | 3.59 ** 0.97
problem
Focus on emotions 53.24 £39.71 33.02 £25.56 37.15 £28.71 2.65* 222* 0.52
Avoidance orientation 57.4 +£42.86 37.94+28.22 52.08 £31.13 246 * 0.78 1.63

Note: ¥ —p<0.05; ** — p<0.001, CP — criminal police, PD — personnel department, PP — patrol police

As can be seen from the results presented in Table 1, in a stressful situation, criminal police officers
are more oriented towards avoiding (57.4 = 42.86) a problem situation by switching from the problem to
another activity, such as rest or communication with friends. While employees of patrol police units are
more oriented towards solving a problem situation (54.14 + 38.21). The same coping mechanism is more
characteristic of personnel support workers. Among the employees we studied, they are the most oriented
towards solving a problem (62.52 + 45.23). Criminal police officers are the most susceptible to emotions
during stress (53.24 + 39.71), while other units are more restrained in showing emotionality in a problem
situation (33.02 + 25.56 — PD, 37.15 £ 28.71 — PP).

Thus, when dealing with difficult situations, police officers in the criminal justice unit tend to focus on
avoidance, suppression, and impulsive behavior. These techniques are counterproductive in that they don’t
solve the problem, but they are adaptive because they alleviate the psychological strain. Patrol police
and human resources officers, on the other hand, are problem-solving-oriented in stressful situations, are less
susceptible to emotions, and are less inclined to avoid stressful situations.

When comparing the characteristics of the use of psychoprotective behavior in groups of police officers
based on their length of service in the internal affairs bodies, the following data were obtained: three groups
of police officers with different lengths of service in the internal affairs bodies used the following psychological
defense mechanisms: rationalization: group 1 (6.51£2.55), group 2 (6.08£2.59), group 3 (5.73£1.99);
denial: group 1 (5.24+1.76), group 2 (4.56+0.94), group 3 (5.42+1.25) and projection: group 1 (4.2440.72),
group 2 (4.27£2.78).

At the statistical significance level (p<0.05), it was established that subjects in the first group (5.24+1.76)
and the third group (5.42+1.25) were more likely than subjects in the second group (4.56+0.94) to experience
difficult, stressful situations. This means that police officers with up to 5 years of service and 10-15 years
of service in the internal affairs bodies reduce anxiety through denial by altering their perception of the external
environment. They do not perceive information that contradicts their beliefs and could lead to conflict.
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Table 2
Features of psychoprotective behavior of police officers with
different lengths of service in the Internal Affairs Directorate (x average T07 points)

Psycllll:):glgl;c:ilsgfsfense Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 t1-2 t2-3 t1-3
Displacement 2.14+1.26 2.83+1.45 2.75+1.37 1.12 0.22 0.88
Regression 3.13£1.12 3.079+2.09 3.52+£2.07 0.24 1.16 0.93
Substitution 1.47+1.08 1.19+1.14 1.51+1.82 1.03 1.28 0.42
Negation 5.24+1.76 4.56+£0.94 5.42+1.25 1.89 * 221 * 0.64
Projection 4.24+0.72 4.27+2.78 4.46+2.93 0.38 0.65 0.71
Compensation 2.71£1.27 3.43+2.17 3.56+2.81 1.45 0.63 2.13 *
Overcompensation 2.32+1.47 2.29+1.43 1.52+1.90 0.22 0.95 1.16
Rationalization 6.51+£2.55 6.08+2.59 5.73+£1.99 0.93 1.23 1.34

Note: * — p<0.05; ** — p<0.001, group 1 — work experience up to 5 years; group 2 — work experience 5—10 years;
group 3 — work experience 1015 years

Subjects in the third group (3.564+2.81) were statistically significantly (p<0.05) more likely to use
compensation when faced with difficult situations than subjects in the first group (2.71£1.27). Thus, police
officers with 10—15 years of service in the police department conceal their shortcomings by emphasizing non-
existent but desirable character traits or by demonstrating a different aspect of their work. This suggests that
compensation functions as a psychological defense mechanism in the professional work of law enforcement
officers.

When comparing groups based on length of service in the Internal Affairs Directorate, the following data
were obtained (Table 3).

Table 3
Features of coping mechanisms of police officers with different lengths of service in the internal affairs

bodies (x average T3 points)

Coping mechanisms Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 t1-2 t2-3 t1-3
Confrontational doping 53.6£19.8 47.9+14.3 46.9+12.5 0.70 0.56 1.24
Distancing 48.2+19.4 43.8+16.7 44.1+10.8 0.84 0.52 0.91
Self-control 56.6+21.8 57.2+£28.1 55.1£23.9 0.24 0.36 0.12
Finding social support 56.7+15.1 57.2+£24.1 56.7£14.2 0.21 0.27 _
Accepting responsibility 33.3£15.5 45.1425.2 39.2+16.3 2.42 ** 0.83 2.18 *
Escape 56.9+22.4 55.8+20.4 52.1£21.3 0.55 1.09 1.42
gzg‘fgnmg a solution to the 66.8+18.1 6354222 | 60.1%174 | 094 | 1.04 | 134
Positive revaluation 78.24+19.9 65.2+21.6 66.3+18.1 2.39 ** 0.75 3.60 **

Note: * — p<0.05; ** — p<0.001, group 1 — work experience up to 5 years; group 2 — work experience 5-10 years;
group 3 — work experience 10—15 years.

From Table 3 it can be seen that the indicators of the use of coping mechanisms by police officers
of all three groups remain practically unchanged throughout the entire period of service in the internal affairs
bodies.

Thus, the most common coping mechanism in the subject groups is “Positive reappraisal”. Police officers
with up to 5 years of service in the internal affairs bodies (78.2 £ 19.9) statistically reliably (p < 0.001) use
positive reappraisal more often than police officers with 5-10 years of service (65.2 + 21.6) and more than
10 years (66.3 £ 18.1). Based on this result, police officers with up to 5 years of service have a more positive
attitude towards various problems, rethink them, and view them as a stimulus for personal growth than police
officers with 6 years of service or more.

The next most important aspect is coping — “problem-solving planning”. When police officers at various
stages of their professional development encounter challenging situations, they purposefully analyze them
and develop strategies for resolving them.
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Coping mechanism significantly differs across groups. For example, average scores gradually decrease
among young law enforcement officers with less than 5 years of service (56.9 = 22.4), among those with
5-10 years of service (55.8 = 20.4), and among police officers with 10 years or more of service (52.1 £ 21.3).
This suggests that, with increasing seniority, police officers are less likely to avoid responsibility and deny
the existence of problems that require solutions.

Coping mechanisms “Seeking Social Support” and “Self-Control” are almost identical in the three
groups. That is, police officers on duty in the internal affairs agencies seek help from others and seek various
information from citizens. By applying self-control, police officers suppress emotional feelings and move to
rational actions. However, overregulating their emotions leads to overexertion and provokes psychosomatic
disorders.

Employees in the first group are more likely to use coping mechanisms such as “Confrontational Coping”
(53.6£19.8) and “Distancing” (48.2+19.4) than employees in the second and third groups. With moderate
use of the confrontation strategy, employees in the first group are more capable of resisting difficulties,
demonstrating energy and initiative in resolving problematic situations, and the ability to defend their own
interests. When distancing themselves from various problematic situations, their subjective significance
and involvement decrease.

Representatives of all groups of subjects with different lengths of service demonstrated a less pronounced
“Acceptance of Responsibility” mechanism. Police officers with 5-10 years of service (45.1+£25.2) were
statistically significantly (p<0.001) more likely to choose coping by accepting responsibility than officers
with up to 5 years of service (33.3£15.5) and statistically significantly (p<0.05) more likely to choose coping
by accepting responsibility than officers with more than 10 years of service (39.2+£16.3).

The results of the study of the characteristics of coping behavior in stressful situations of employees
of the internal affairs bodies with different professional experience are presented in Table 4.

Table 4
Features of coping behavior in stressful situations of employees of the internal affairs bodies with

different professional experience (x +0, points)
average

Typf):ﬁl;i"ic(;)lp ing Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 t1-2 t2-3 t1-3
Orientation to solve the 33.1 £23.88 54.09 £39.96 60.95 +47.08 2.78 % | 3.56 ** 0.98
problem
Focus on emotions 54.97 £38.98 36 £27.09 37.79 £29.14 2.78 * 223 * 0.52
Orientation to avoid 57.9 £42.78 37.9 £28.94 50.91 +29.88 244 * 0.77 1.64

Note: * — p<0.05; ** — p<0.001, group 1 — work experience up to 5 years; group 2 — work experience 5—10 years;
group 3 — work experience 10—15 years.

The effectiveness of law enforcement officers in complex, stressful, and especially extreme situations is
determined by the development of adaptive coping strategies and the low importance of the “Avoidance”
strategy. We have demonstrated that, over time, law enforcement officers develop effective coping strategies:
“Problem-focused” coping, while the importance of “Emotion-focused” and “Avoidance” strategies
decreases. This optimal stress management mechanism ensures the officers’ performance.

Conclusions. The main psychological defense mechanisms of police officers from different departments
and with varying lengths of service in the police department are rationalization, denial, and projection.
Rationalization becomes a barrier to any experiences caused by unpleasant situations, using logical arguments
regardless of evidence to the contrary. It begins to be used to justify destructive behavior, which may be
illegal. Police officers deny existing external problems that are obvious to others through denial. In this
way, they reduce anxiety and do not take seriously information that threatens self-preservation, self-esteem,
and social prestige. Projection is used to justify oneself, attributing negative personality traits, feelings,
aggressive behavior, or ill will to others.

In difficult life situations, police officers from various departments and with varying lengths of service
employ coping mechanisms such as planning, positive reappraisal, and escape to overcome difficulties.
Planning demonstrates that when police officers encounter problematic situations, they are able to
purposefully analyze them and develop strategies for resolving them, drawing on past experience to minimize
mistakes. Positive reappraisal allows them to view difficulties positively and find motivation to achieve goals
and develop personal development. Escape is used to avoid negative experiences, denying the existence
of existing problems that require solutions.
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