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Never sacrifice safety for rapport. 

Robert King  

Very early in my career, I was stabbed during a traffic stop. The stop was for a minor violation; 

unbeknownst to me, the occupants had recently committed an armed robbery. That day, I learned a 

valuable lesson: there are no low-risk stops, only unknown dangers. I was forced to use deadly force that 

day to defend my life. On this day, I experienced how deadly my new job could be. 

A year later, I attended a peer support conference, and a psychologist offered Eye Movement 

Desensitization and Reprocessing Therapy (EMDRT).  During this treatment, I learned that this life-

threatening event caused me to experience vulnerability and loss of control issues, two elements of 

trauma. I recall saying, “it doesn’t weaken my resolve.”  The stop only served to strengthen my resolve. I 

then committed to protecting and serving my community in the face of danger, no matter what.   

Despite deep polarizing division in our nation, our communities need the police to protect and serve; 

the need is more critical today than ever. Policing is a noble and honorable profession; I believe in who 

we are and what we do. I deeply respect, appreciate, and admire the work done by law enforcement 

nationwide. The true heart of policing is selfless service and sacrifice to assist those in need.     

However, our safety and effectiveness depend on the community’s trust.  We cannot ignore the harmful 

consequences of inhumane officers who violate their policies and training. When this happens, we all 

pay the price; we are answerable for each other’s actions. We have rules that govern our activities; we 

must follow those directives, which separate us from the violent suspects who harm and prey on the 

public.  

During my police academy, I was taught to “ask, tell, make” as a form of gaining compliance with my 

directions. I did exactly what I was trained to do when I graduated from the academy. I expected the 

public to comply and do what they were told. Over the years, my attitude has changed as I and officers 

like me used this tactic. In many cases, “ask, tell, make” resulted in force applications and injuries to 

citizens and officers. With better tactics, some of those injuries may have been avoided. 

We are not responsible for the failures in our communities, but in many cases, we are tasked with 

responding to them.  Overall, quality-of-life crimes are increasing; the murder rate is up, illicit drug use is 

out of control, and, unfortunately, people suffering from mental illness can sometimes lack the 

necessary resources and treatment.  

To survive a shift and career, we must constantly and appropriately adapt to the realities of the current 

situation. Here is how to survive today.   

NEVER SACRIFICE SAFETY FOR RAPPORT. With Covid and increasing assaults and ambush attacks, law 

enforcement’s job on the street is more dangerous today than ever before; never forget that. However, 

most police calls conclude without having to use force. To be better supported by our communities and 

achieve improved outcomes for all involved, we must embrace using TIME, TALK, and TACTICS 

whenever possible. 

In years past, I was not fond of the word de-escalation. However, today it’s expected and, within many 

agencies, mandated. Over the course of my career, I have been able to adjust my attitude from what I 

was initially taught in the academy. 
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To increase officer safety and public support across the county, our profession must become willing to 

shift our attitude away from “ask, tell, make” policing when possible.   

I know first-hand that deadly threats are sudden and unexpected.  I also know we deal with dangerous 

people who commit violent crimes.  So, everything that follows is suggested only WHEN POSSIBLE.  

• When it’s time to be a warrior, be a warrior, and when it’s time to be a guardian, be a guardian.   

• Whenever possible, we should envision the end state we want to achieve.  

• Ask ourselves what success looks like for individual calls and careers?  What does failure look 

like?  

• Avoid becoming action imperative. It can be appealing to act precipitously, but this approach 

has risks.  

• Keep your emotions in check and maintain reasonability. Be strategic.  

• Monitor your partner and help each other, as we can all be triggered. Recognize when your 

partner is in crisis and intervene before it is too late.  

• Remember, under law, we have a “duty to intervene” when officers cross the line, so be 

proactive. 

• Always have a sound legal basis for police action, either reasonable suspicion or probable cause.   

So, why don’t people do what we ask?  Sometimes it is a violent criminal determined to evade arrest by 

flight.  Sometimes we are attacked and must defend ourselves.  Other times if a person is in crisis, we 

need to recognize that they may not understand our directions or be emotionally able to comply. If 

believed to be unarmed, take time to talk, maintain safe positioning, and coordinate with cover officers. 

Always have a leader, a plan, and communicate.  Say and do things designed to achieve positive 

outcomes for everyone, including the subject.   

• Always act reasonably, being able to articulate what you are doing and why.   

• Use Active Listening Skills as your go-to tactic. They’re practical and have been proven to be 

effective. Empathy, compassion, and respect are powerful.  

• If it’s safe to do so, you should continuously pursue de-escalating efforts. Graham v Conner is all 

about totality, reasonability, and proportionality.  

• The power to arrest allows us to use objectively reasonable force to achieve a legitimate 

purpose. Disregarding these rules can subject officers to administrative consequences.  

•  Know the law and policy and articulate and justify the reasonableness of your actions.  

• Consider the cost-benefit and view a career as a marathon, not a sprint.  

• Pause when agitated.  

During an arrest, only use reasonably necessary force to overcome resistance. If applying a takedown, 

limit the time you apply pressure on the subject’s body. Knees on the back, chest, stomach, or neck can 

take one’s breath away, causing severe injury or death.  

Once handcuffed, a subject is in our custody; they are in our care. Monitor airway, breathing, and 

circulation. Always place a person in a position that promotes proper breathing, such as the Lateral 

Recovery Restraint (LRR), and call EMS when needed.  
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Humanity is important!  Be compassionate, and be humane, even after the application of force.  Deliver 

the subject safely to jail or hospital. Stop fellow officers when you see them unnecessarily escalate 

situations. The duty to intervene protects everyone.   

Explain your actions to family or witnesses when appropriate.  Everyone is watching.  Do the right thing. 

It protects you and your fellow officers.    

Today, people regularly play the blame game, scapegoat, and finger-point rather than thoroughly 

investigate the root cause and then be truthful about what happened and why.  Most police 

departments need to do more to adapt to changing community expectations. Agencies must update 

policies, train to those policies, and have engaged supervision; it protects all of us. The command staff 

must also set clear expectations and hold people accountable fairly and consistently. As officers, we 

have no control over these things, so we must commit to controlling what we can, which is our attitudes 

and our actions. When we reasonably follow our policy and training, we protect ourselves, our fellow 

officers, our families, our profession, and the community.   

I want every officer in our country to survive the streets, have thriving careers, and one-day retire to 

enjoy the fruits of their labor. To do this, we must be willing to adjust our attitudes, adapt to new tactics 

and recognize the need for change in our culture.    

The Stockdale paradox tells us: “you must never confuse faith that you will prevail in the end, which you 

can never afford to lose-with the disciple to confront the most brutal facts of your current reality, 

whatever they might be.”  We are coming through the current crisis. The challenges are extensive, and 

we will prevail if we all become willing to adapt to changing expectations.   

The reality is that we police dangerous streets. Be resolved to care for ourselves, do the right thing, and 

help others with compassion and humanity. Let’s work together to earn trust in our communities to 

increase safety for everyone.   

The heart of our profession is to help people. While bad examples of policing impact trust, communities 

nationwide continue to call 911 at an increasing rate. We must be here to answer their call.  

 

Be well and stay safe.    

 

 

Robert King retired as a commander from the Portland Police Bureau after serving 30 years in policing. 
In 2021, he joined Con10gency Consulting as the National Director of Training. 

 

 

  


