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Family coping strategies for a line-of-duty death  

Following a LODD, police families may employ a range of coping strategies to help themselves 

make it through the aftermath of the death. Some try to mentally distance themselves from the 

experience, at least for brief periods of time, by immersing themselves in work or family 

responsibilities, including the various and sundry details surrounding the arrangements for the 

funeral and financial matters in the wake of the death. This represents an adaptive 

intellectualization process that protects the survivor against being emotionally overwhelmed.  

To this end, many families make a conscious effort to exert self-control, keeping their feelings to 

themselves, especially in front of outsiders. Paradoxically, this may cause well-meaning friends 

to urge them not to “hold back” and to “let it all out,” when what the family really needs right 

now is some composure so they can feel normal even for a brief period of time.  

Many families seek social support, and are able to accept sympathy, understanding, and advice 

from friends and family members. On the other hand, some withdraw from people and isolate 

themselves. Others become irritable and snappish, and may thereby alienate potential sources of 

support. Children may complain that their surviving parent is “taking it all out on us.” Many 

survivors are so cracked and scarred emotionally that they fear any kind of human contact will 

cause them to lose what little emotional control they have and “split wide open.” Others are still 

dealing with rage and resentment at how “other people just get to go along with their damn lives 

because their spouse wasn’t a cop.”  

Children and line-of-duty death  

The death of a parent or other close relative from any cause has a special impact on children, and 

this applies to children of officers killed in the line of duty. As with all untimely deaths, children 

must cope with the loss of the parent and the disruptions in family routines, living standards, and 

family roles that this entails. Death that is sudden and unexpected leaves no chance to say 

goodbye or to take care of unfinished business. Death that additionally is violent and traumatic 

can leave bereaved children with mixed feelings of shame and horror. At too early an age, 

children are faced with the existential reality of life’s fragility and impermanence and the fact 

that bad things can happen to good people unexpectedly at any time.  

The palpable distress of the surviving parent, as well as his or her distraction by numerous 

activities and responsibilities following the officer’s death, may cause children to fear that they 

will be abandoned, either because the parent has “better things to do,” or because their last 

remaining caretaker will die too.  

Compounding the distress, the high media attention afforded a law enforcement LODD virtually 

assures that families, including children, will be subjected to endless replays and retellings of the 

event that keep the traumatic memories stingingly fresh in everyone’s mind long after bereaved 

families of more “ordinary” deaths have had a chance to apply the balm of time and regain their 

bearings.  



The following are some recommendations to help children cope with the LODD of a parent or 

close relative. First, accurate information, at a level that is appropriate for the child in question, 

should be provided. Contrary to popular belief, children are hardly ever reassured by dismissive, 

“there-there”-type answers, and such ambiguity only adds to their anxieties and amplifies their 

fearful fantasies about what may have happened to the deceased parent.  

As much as possible, the surviving parent and other family members should strive to create a 

semblance of normalcy, so that the child does not feel that his or her whole world has been 

completely turned upside down. At the same time, as noted above, adults should not go too far in 

the opposite direction of pretending that “nothing’s wrong,” because, clearly, the child will be 

aware of the overall atmosphere of grief and stress hanging over the family.  

A much healthier response is to model mature strength under pressure: adults should strive to let 

their children know that it is okay to grieve and that the adults are hurting too, but that they will 

not break under the pressure, and that, above all, they will be there to protect and take care of 

their children as needed. This is, in fact, the family version of grief leadership shown by 

supervisors in law enforcement agencies where a fellow officer has been slain.  

Children can be encouraged to participate productively in memorialization activities by helping 

with funeral and other memorial arrangements – at an age-appropriate level, and only if the child 

wants to – as well as writing stories, drawing pictures, making a photo scrapbook, and other 

activities to remember the slain parent.  

Finally, the help of the child’s school should be enlisted by informing teachers and school 

officials about the bereavement, providing classmates with age-appropriate information, helping 

the other kids know how to make the returning child feel safe and welcomed, and by trying to 

make the classroom an oasis of stability and normalcy, a haven apart from the turmoil that may 

be going on at home in the first few months and years following the traumatic bereavement.  

 


