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Why This Matters

Sleep disruption is one of the most common — and least understood — impacts of policing. Shift work, 
hypervigilance, critical incidents, and irregular routines all shape the body’s ability to rest. Families often 
see the effects long before officers can name them. Understanding the biology behind disrupted sleep 
reduces misinterpretation, protects connection, and helps everyone navigate fatigue with steadiness 
rather than frustration.

What They May Be Experiencing

Sleep disruption in policing is driven by physiology, not personality:

Shift work and rotating rosters that prevent consistent sleep routines
Hypervigilance that keeps the nervous system “switched on”
Critical incident exposure that delays sleep onset
Circadian disruption from nights, early starts, and irregular meals
Decompression lag — the body taking hours to come down from operational tempo

None of this is a personal choice or a character flaw. It’s biology meeting operational reality.

How This Shows Up at Home

Families may notice:

Irritability or a shorter fuse
Withdrawal or needing more solitude
Difficulty falling asleep
Restless or fragmented sleep
Oversleeping on days off
Reduced emotional bandwidth
Forgetfulness or mental fog
Lower tolerance for noise, unpredictability, or social demands

These behaviours are not about love or commitment — they’re signs of a nervous system working hard 
to recalibrate.



A Moment for You

Take a breath and notice what this brings up for you.
Supporting someone through disrupted sleep can feel tiring, confusing, or lonely. You may be adjusting 
routines, carrying more load, or trying to keep the household steady. Your reactions are valid. You’re 
part of this picture too.

What’s Not Personal

Reframing helps protect connection:

They’re not avoiding you— they’re trying to regulate their system
The moodiness isn’t about the relationship — it’s exhaustion
The need for quiet isn’t rejection — it’s recovery
The lack of conversation isn’t disinterest — it’s cognitive fatigue
Long showers, gaming, or scrolling aren’t laziness — they’re decompression rituals

Understanding this reduces conflict during high‑fatigue periods.

How Families Can Offer Support 

You don’t need to fix sleep — just support recovery:

Create a predictable sleep environment when possible
Protect sleep windows by coordinating household activity
Use low‑threat check‑ins (“How’s your body feeling after that shift”)
Offer choices, not instructions (“Rest first or eat first”)
Normalise rest, especially after nights or critical incidents
Share information about upcoming noise or visitors
Anchor connection in small moments, not big conversations
Avoid problem‑solving unless they ask for it

These actions help families feel empowered rather than helpless.



How To Have a Supportive Conversation

Officers often avoid talking about sleep because it feels like admitting weakness. A gentle approach 
helps.

Example:
“Hey, I’ve noticed your sleep’s been a bit rough after nights. I’m here with you. Is there anything that 
would make rest easier this week.”

Short. Warm. Curious. No blame.

When To Encourage Extra Support

It may be helpful to suggest support when:

Sleep disruption lasts more than a few weeks
Fatigue is affecting safety, mood, or relationships
They’re struggling to switch off after shifts
Driving, decision‑making, or wellbeing is impacted

Example:
“Your sleep’s been really tough lately. You don’t have to carry that alone. Want me to help you find 
someone who understands police work.”

Final Reassurance

You’re not responsible for fixing sleep — you’re part of the ecosystem that supports recovery. Your 
presence, patience, and understanding make a profound difference, even when your officer is too tired 
to say it.
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