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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

When confronted with violent incidents, police oﬃcers are expected to act
in the situation at hand. This article examines the critical moment of not
acting, that is, of ‘freezing’. Policing studies as well criminological and
sociological studies of violence have, to date, paid little attention to
‘freezing’ as a vulnerable, unwanted and stigmatised experience. The
aim of this article is ﬁrst to explore what the term ‘freezing’ refers to
what kind of behaviours, what they have in common and why oﬃcers
lump these descriptions together. Second, to study the experience of
‘freezing’ from a phenomenological and embodied viewpoint to
understand the ways in which oﬃcers try to deal with it. Building on
neurological insights and theories on emotional–corporeal
transformations, this article shows that ‘freezing’ is more accurately
understood as a self-enclosing transformation in which oﬃcers lose the
ability to purposefully act. Oﬃcers are thrown out of a bodily latent
taken-for-granted intertwinement with the world which hampers their
ability to project activity and interrupts the ongoing ﬂow of
(inter)acting. Drawing upon ethnographic ﬁeldwork conducted between
2017 and 2021, and 67 semi-structured interviews with Dutch police
oﬃcers, the analysis further reveals that ‘freezing’ is not just
characterised by bodily cessation but also directionless behaviours, and
occurs when oﬃcers encounter unexpected circumstances. Finally, this
article demonstrates that exiting a ‘freezing’ experience requires
collective team eﬀort and that it causes conﬂicting feelings because it
attacks oﬃcers’ sense of good policing.
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Introduction
Police oﬃcers work in highly intense conditions when faced with tense, antagonistic and violent
interactions. Although encountering such situations is rare, oﬃcers do experience a greater exposure
to interpersonal violence than most members of society (Johnson 2015). Oﬃcers are required to
remain in potentially violent situations because, unlike civilians, they cannot, or at least are not supposed to, walk away. As Bittner (1970, p. 249) famously argued: the police are expected to respond
when ‘something ought not to be happening and about which something ought to be done about
right now’. When oﬃcers engage in antagonistic interactions the goal is to gain, and maintain,
control. Losing control can incite feelings of fear and tension, and has detrimental eﬀects on
oﬃcer and civilian safety. In an attempt to take control of tense situations, police oﬃcers often
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demand others to ‘freeze!’ At the same time, they have to keep acting. But what happens when they
themselves ‘freeze’?
Research on violence in police–citizen encounters focuses largely on situational predictors of the
use of force (Terrill and Mastrofski 2002) and oﬃcers’ decision-making processes (Hine et al. 2018a;
Verhage and Noppe 2018). Other scholars study the psychosocial hazards/consequences of policing
such as stress, anxiety, burn-out and depression (Padyab et al. 2016) and oﬃcers’ coping strategies
(Acquadro Maran et al. 2015). In fact, post-traumatic stress disorder is a major issue in police forces
worldwide (Ellrich and Baier 2017). However, the experience of ‘freezing’ only appears sporadically in
the literature. In studies of how people deal with stressors, the ﬁght–ﬂight–freeze response is a
psychological, emotional and physiological outcome of the, sometimes unconscious and involuntary, adaptive process of coping with stress (Leach 2004, Webster et al. 2016). So far, policing
studies of violent police–citizen encounters have not paid attention to ‘freezing’ as an intense
emotional and corporeal experience, focusing little on how oﬃcers deal with immediate emotions
and in situ bodily reactions. They have also largely overlooked the situational context in which
such experiences occur. In sum, there remains a paucity of qualitative research on the lived experiences of those who are trained in managing violent interactions.
The aim of this article is twofold. First, I explore what the term ‘freezing’ refers to what kind of
behaviours, what they have in common and why oﬃcers lump these descriptions together.
Second, I unpack the neglected but crucial experience of ‘freezing’ from a phenomenological viewpoint to understand and theorise the ways in which oﬃcers try to deal with it. I then present an
analysis in which ‘freezing’ is part of speciﬁc situational contexts. This article is relevant to policing
studies by showing how embodied experiences, stress-management and self-control play key roles
in police work, and also contributes sociological scholarship that aims to further our understanding
of the embodiment of social life (Fourcade 2010). Drawing upon ethnographic ﬁeldwork between
2017 and 2021 and 67 interviews in multiple Dutch police forces, my ﬁndings reveal that ‘freezing’
is more accurately understood as a self-enclosing emotional–corporeal transformation because
oﬃcers lose direction and the ability to purposefully act upon situations, and that those who
‘freeze’ feel they have abandoned their police role. By examining what happens to oﬃcers in situ,
this article generates a more thorough understanding of on-the-spot emotion/body regulation.
Since oﬃcers are people whom we might not expect to have to cope with unwanted bodily sensations, we should know more about experiences that are not frequently voiced. What happens
on occasions when their bodies do not act as they please?

Deﬁning oﬃcers ‘freezing’ experiences
Bittner (1970) argues that policing is the business of controlling people. In other words, police work’s
essential trait is to stop individuals from doing what they are doing. Oﬃcers are provided with
means, e.g. pepper spray, taser or gun, that enable them to stop people and whatever it is that is
going on. The ultimate form of ‘freezing’ is then of course an arrest (from the French ‘arrêter’,
which means ‘to stop’). Thus, ‘freezing’ others is distinctive about the police oﬃcers’ job. In their
‘authority maintenance theory’, Alpert et al. (2020) refer to this as the overwhelming presence of
oﬃcers’ functional status of power to maintain the ‘authoritative edge’ and citizen’s complete deference to it. Scholars have long argued authoritative values or dominance are part of police culture
(Cockcroft 2013, Loftus 2010, Waddington 1999) and may impact situations (Ingram et al. 2018). The
aim here is not to provide a critical reﬂection of policing, or to consider broader structural determinants of violence. Instead, the focus is on the embodied response to forms of threat in police–citizen
encounters to acknowledge how challenging the police job can be and to show how much skill
oﬃcers have in dealing with this. The key issue is what happens when oﬃcers themselves ‘freeze’?
To make sense of ‘freezing’ experiences, I ﬁrstly turn to Husserl’s (1970) phenomenological views
on how people experience themselves and situations, and how their life-world is structured. To
Husserl (1970, p. 281), everyday life mostly contains a sense of direction: ‘a directedness toward
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this or that, being directed toward it as means, as relevant or irrelevant, toward the interesting or the
indiﬀerent, toward the private or public, toward what is daily required or intrusively new’. Thus, social
life is forward-moving and people navigate in their world in various ways. Merleau-Ponty (1962)
further argues that people and their bodies have a sensory presence and engagement with their
environment – in Heidegger’s (1962, p. 65) words, ‘being-in-the-world’ – and that the body is a
system for action which orients itself towards and acts upon the world. People thus embody
diﬀerent types of consciousness, such as spatial and self-awareness, and we can study forms of directionlessness through doings, such as social practices and bodily action.
In the neurological sciences, ‘freezing’ is considered a defensive reaction that is commonly activated through a threat, and associated with autonomic nervous systems that mobilise the body for
survival (Roelofs 2017). Scholars attempt to determine the neural switch from ‘freeze’ to action by
studying how shooting decisions, under the threat of an electric shock, evolve from initial preparation to ﬁnal action, using neuroimaging and measuring postural control (Hashemi et al. 2019).
Instead of viewing ‘freezing’ as a passive threat reaction, neuroscientists tend to see it as a facilitator
of action preparation which facilitates vigilant assessment of situations. Oﬃcers view ‘freezing’ of
others indeed as beneﬁcial because it buys them time to consult one another, assess the situation
and choose a course of action. I often observed trainers advise recruits to ‘freeze’ situations, for
example, wait to transfer a suspect if there are angry people present. However, personal ‘freezing’,
i.e. ‘doing nothing’, is considered crippling.
To bridge the disparity between neurological ﬁndings mainly derived from animal research, lab
settings and photo or video stimuli which do not capture the situative character of ‘freezing’ on
the one hand, and actual experiences and stories of ‘freezing’ on the other, I invoke literature on
emotional–corporeal transformations. Katz’s phenomenological concept of ‘falling-out-of-the-landscape’ provides a hermeneutical tool to begin to understand the experience of ‘freezing’. Following
Katz (1999), people normally engage and move around rather ﬂuidly in their social world, and are
incorporated in this ‘landscape’. They take this embodied being-in-the-world for granted.
However, in situations of overwhelming emotional arousal, such as experiencing intense shame,
people’s taken-for-granted incorporation is broken. The point is, this brokenness is sensed corporeally. Thus, falling is a physical experience which intervenes with bodily latency, foregrounds individual’s embodied existence and interrupts a sense of direction. For example, in the face of antagonism,
social workers experience a fall due to compelling bodily sensations such as heart palpitations, that
inhibit their directionality, resulting in restless behaviours (Keesman and Weenink 2020).
In what follows, I argue that ‘freezing’ is a self-enclosing emotional–corporeal transformation
characterised by directionlessness. It is similar to a fall because oﬃcers experience bodily foregrounding; a compelling manifestation of their body, but ‘freezing’ is more accurately understood
as a falling inward, a self-enclosing process. Also, while ‘freezing’ can be a paralysing experience,
it is not endless. Oﬃcers need to regain a sense of direction and come back to their bodily latent
state of being in the world. In the coming sections, I discuss how oﬃcers experience ‘freezing’,
when ‘freezing’ occurs, and how they make attempts to return to normalcy. Lastly, I show how training practices aim to prevent ‘freezing’. Guiding these sections is the question of how ‘freezing’,
occuring in speciﬁc situations, can be theorised as a transforming experience.

Data and methods
This study is part of a larger study into antagonistic situations within Dutch policing. For this
research, I conducted ethnographic ﬁeldwork across multiple Dutch police forces between 2017
and 2021, with an emphasis on 2018 and 2019. Police teams were selected to include urban and
rural areas. The main research sites were two police stations in two large cities supplemented by
several stations in smaller towns. Access was ﬁrst established through personal contacts with
police oﬃcers, and then formalised through gatekeepers, such as police chiefs, who granted permission to ﬁeldwork. I accompanied oﬃcers during regular shifts, ride-alongs, surveillance,
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(un)planned arrests and (de)brieﬁngs, and witnessed training sessions for recruits for a total of
approximately 500 h. I took ﬁeld notes on police–citizen interactions, and interactions among
oﬃcers, such as stories, and had countless informal conversations about experiences with violence.
I spent the end of a shift or the next day transcribing ﬁeld notes into detailed narrative accounts. My
immersion in their day-to-day life, speciﬁcally hanging out in Goﬀmanian backstage regions such as
vehicles, but also out in public, allowed me to observe oﬃcers and their work in many diﬀerent situations and settings. During ﬁeldwork, the topic of ‘freezing’ serendipitously came to the fore. I frequently heard oﬃcers sharing stories of ‘freezing’ (third-hand accounts), talking about witnessing
‘freezing’ from up close (second-hand accounts) and reﬂecting on personal ‘freezing’ experiences
(ﬁrst-hand accounts). These frequent discussions made me realise that the topic had particular salience to oﬃcers.
Following this observation, I held 67 semi-structured interviews with 76 police oﬃcers in which
the topic of ‘freezing’ was a line of questioning. Through snowball and convenience sampling, I interviewed 17 female and 59 male oﬃcers, with an average age of 36 and 13 years of employment. I held
joint-interviews in 14 cases. Interviews all took place in-person, lasted about 1 h and 45 min, were all
voice-recorded and transcribed. I speciﬁcally asked oﬃcers to recount incidents of ‘freezing’ without
oﬀering a deﬁnition. ‘Freezing’ also came up spontaneously. Common interview questions included:
‘have you ever experienced freezing?’, ‘what happens when you freeze?’ and ‘have you witnessed
others freezing, if so can you describe what happened?’ Oﬃcers then came up with varied descriptions of freezing. Of the interviewees, 10 talked about their own experiences, 31 talked about witnessing their colleagues ‘freezing’ and 26 gave general reﬂections about ‘freezing’.
To trigger memories and stir responses for more detailed accounts, I used several elicitation
methods during the interviews, including legal case ﬁles, self-written reports and a schematic A4sized picture of a gender-neutral schematic human body ‘Body Map’ (de Jager et al. 2016). I used
these materials to invoke discussion and for clariﬁcation, for example: ‘in the report you wrote
that you felt threatened, how did you interpret his/her behaviour?’ The ‘Body Map’ helped to
lower the threshold to talk about bodily sensations – which is notoriously diﬃcult for police
oﬃcers – because it enabled them to point at parts of an abstract body to specify whereabouts
they themselves felt sensations. To mitigate the reliance on post-hoc accounts and help oﬃcers
reﬂect, I watched video footage of violent incidents recorded on body-worn cameras and CCTV,
together with oﬃcers who participated in these events (24 cases) (Keesman 2021). As there is no
standard practice of archiving videos in Dutch BWC and CCTV use, only videos were selected
which concerned the oﬃcers I knew via ﬁeldwork and interviews. Three videos revealed in situ ‘freezing’ behaviours. All oﬃcers were assured conﬁdentiality. To ensure anonymity, I used pseudonyms
for oﬃcers and locations. In sum, ‘freezing’ experiences are present in three types of data I collected;
ﬁeld notes, interview and video transcripts, and provide ﬁrst-hand, second-hand and third-hand
accounts. In these accounts, oﬃcers recount various experiences, notably the interruption of direction and self-enclosing transformations, that are similar enough to be classed as the same type of
behaviour under an umbrella term of ‘freezing’.
The analysis took an abductive approach. ‘Abduction refers to a creative inferential process aimed
at producing new hypotheses and theories based on surprising research evidence’ (Timmermans
and Tavory 2012). This analytical strategy ﬁts well with the serendipitous character of the data on
‘freezing’ because it takes seriously the attentiveness towards unexpected ﬁndings, allowing for
observational surprises. I began analysing ﬁeld notes and transcripts by generating initial codes of
recurring topics and themes. I then identiﬁed similarities and overlap between topics, for
example, speciﬁed ‘bodily experiences’ into ‘freezing’, entering the basic process of generating (sub)themes. Next, I produced codes that related to the experience of ‘freezing’, such as emotions,
coping and sense of control. To organise the data, I attached these codes to transcripts using
Atlas.ti. Methodologically, I continuously reviewed existing theories on emerging themes, thus iteratively moved back and forth between data and theory. For example, oﬃcers mentioned biological
conceptualisations of freeze–ﬁght–ﬂight responses so I explored neurobiological literature on
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‘freezing’. Connecting empirical ﬁndings with extant theory during analysis provided a fruitful backdrop to develop novel theoretical insights. The work of phenomenologists became more salient to
later abductive analyses, as it emphasised a contrast to biological notions. More speciﬁcally, phenomenological insights combined with oﬃcers’ ‘freezing’ accounts sparked theorising this as a
case of self-enclosing transformations and problem with intertwinement, presenting a novel conceptualisation of ‘freezing’ experiences.

Findings
‘Freezing’: directionlessness and self-enclosement
According to neuroscientists, ‘freezing’ is characterised by the cessation of bodily movement and
deceleration of heart rate and body sway (Roelofs et al. 2010). In line with this, oﬃcers describe
the experience as standing still, stiﬀening up, becoming rigid/numb or stopping moving. Neurobiological research diﬀerentiates between tonic immobility (TI), a temporary state of paralysis, for
example, found in sexual assault, e.g. rape, victims as a physiological response to remove themselves
from ongoing trauma (Marx et al. 2008), and ‘freezing’ which occurs earlier in the defence cascade.
For this article, I leave aside this distinction and focus on the experience of ‘freezing’. In general,
bodily foregrounding is central to ‘freezing’. Former Oﬃcer now trainer Eddy, explicates this
foregrounding:
I must admit that I have been in situations where I felt my legs didn’t want to move forward anymore. That’s a
sign, what is going on? Like you brieﬂy experience that you just ﬁnished a marathon. Or that you lifted a very
heavy weight and now you need to take a step forward again. That stiﬀness in those muscle groups. You’re temporarily blocked. [ﬁrst-hand account, interview, male]

Eddy’s embodied existence is at the core of his experience. His body manifests itself. Leder (1990
cited Shilling 2012) argues that bodies are normally latent, or corporeally absent, while individuals
are engaged in purposeful action. Usually, people have practical command of their bodies. Here,
Eddy’s body interrupts latency and becomes compelling: he is not able to move forward with his
legs. His body reappears (Leder cited Shilling 2012, pp. 217, 218), and he is phenomenologically
removed from purposeful activity. Overwhelming bodily foregrounding thus interrupts the ﬂow of
acting because the body hampers intended action. Oﬃcers articulate this interruption as colleagues
not responding to instructions or as faltering:
A guy was totally losing it and we really had to stop him. So I tell my colleague: “we’re going in now right?” He
says: “uhm uhm uhm.” I said: “ok, ok let’s go in!” You know? “This is our moment. He’s standing there with no one
around him, we can catch him now, let’s go!” And I’m going in but he falters (laughs) [stood there] so I went in
alone. [second-hand account, interview operational Oﬃcer Murray, male]

However, ‘freezing’ is not merely characterised by bodily paralysis. Accounts of ‘freezing’ revealed
irrational, panicky, unfocused behaviours and feelings of helplessness, desperation, suﬀocation
and disorientation. When asked to explain what happens when ‘freezing’, oﬃcers answered in
terms of not being able to think, their heads becoming ‘full’ or losing focus. They lose ‘overview’,
‘control’ and their bodies ‘go haywire’. The various descriptions in accounts of ‘freezing’ all refer
to a self-enclosing process and breach in the power to purposefully act. Oﬃcers lose a sense of direction which results in indecisive, chaotic and repetitive behaviours like walking back and forth,
roaming around searching for a way out, and asking a lot of questions in a very short amount of time:
I’ve seen colleagues that react like a headless chicken; they don’t have control any more. They do everything in
disarray, [and] they cannot get a grip on themselves. They just can’t retrieve themselves like “now calm down” or
“take your time.” They’ve just completely lost control. Grabbing things, all of the sudden searching for things
that are totally unnecessary. Behaviour that you think like, “this is not related to what we are doing right
now.” All of the sudden starting to call someone, so I’m thinking like, “what on earth are you doing?”
[second-hand account, interview operational Oﬃcer Susie, female]
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While running around like a headless chicken would be considered a ﬂight response by neuroscientists, it indicates that oﬃcers lose the ability to purposefully act. In ethology, scholars view such outof-context behaviours as ‘displacement reactions’, arguing that animals, even people, engage in irrelevant behaviours when they are unable to express a powerful urge, ‘sparking over’ into movements
that belong to another drive (Tinbergen and Van Iersel 1947). In this line of reasoning, oﬃcers
behave in unrelated ways because a conﬂicting drive, for instance the urge to escape, is aroused
at the same time as their drive to act, generating a disruption of direction. Power and Alison
(2017) would classify these behaviours as ‘decision inertia’ because people seem motivated to
take action but struggle to process the complex situation and redundantly deliberate about their
choice of what to do. However, ‘freezing’ is not about the inability to make a decision, but about
losing contact with the world. Oﬃcers become directionless because they lose touch with the
here and now of ongoing situations. They indicate that frozen colleagues are in a ‘vacuum/air
void’, ‘unreachable’ or ‘unable to be triggered’, and ‘caught up in their own world’. In fact,
someone can be physically present, but not in this world:
When I notice that you’re not doing ok, or you’re not helping me, actually the minute that I don’t receive help
from you I’ll start looking for you [moves his head around, indicating he’s searching]: “where are you? what are
you doing?” [second-hand account, interview former SWAT Oﬃcer now trainer Lloyd, male]

Starting to ‘look for’ a colleague who is physically there shows precisely that someone is not in the
here and now. Oﬃcers are cut oﬀ from being in the world. Being in the world means projecting purposes and goals which structure a person’s situatedness. When oﬃcers ‘freeze’ they cannot execute
the goals they need to be situated. Their minds no longer inhabit the practical and temporal world,
and since they are no longer situated in the phenomenal ﬁeld – the world as it appears to perception
– they cannot sense situations before them (Merleau-Ponty 1962). Because they lose vital contact
with the world, their existence becomes intermittent rather than integrated. Their ‘being’ is now
oriented inside. That is why oﬃcers articulate ‘freezing’ as ‘collapsing inwards’ or ‘shutting down’.
They are not merely ‘ﬂoating’ in space and time or dissociating to deal with trauma (van der Kolk
2014), rather, they are momentarily stuck in a self-centred environing world, or InnenWelt, as
opposed to ‘being in the world’ or Umwelt (Husserl in Konopka 2009). Oﬃcers leave the mundane
world of (everyday) action and transition into an other reality (Schütz 1962): the InnenWelt. As
they become self-enclosed, they are thrown out of the practical ﬁeld of acting and upon themselves.
Their ability to project activity is hampered because their body, the medium for perceiving the world,
interferes. Operational Oﬃcer Ellis describes how she experiences this in her inner world:
I do remember that the ﬁrst few seconds I was really, I think I was standing there looking for like ten seconds like
“wow” and then I thought like “ok I’ve gotta do something about this.” It might have been much longer, but I
really thought like “WOW OWOWOW wake up! action!” [shakes her head]. I remember thinking like, “Jesus Ellis,
why is it taking so fucking long before you get into action?” It’s more like your head, your train of thought, is
holding back your actions or something, that you think “uuuuuhhh [doubting voice, looks up]?” Like
someone had pressed the pause button like “oh, there’s ﬁghting,” PAUSE, tum te tum te tum, and PLAY.
[ﬁrst-hand account, interview, female]

Ellis feels like she’s on hold. She is unable to direct herself. What is missing is a power to act, an ‘I can’
(Liepmann note 99; p. 523 cited Merleau-Ponty 1962). Her ‘how-to knowledge’ (Keesman 2021) is
temporarily not readily available, impeding her intended action. In most, what oﬃcers call, ‘freezing’
cases, bodily foregrounding and mental shutdown go hand in hand.
Self-enclosement may also explain why oﬃcers have diﬃculty recounting what has happened
after ‘freezing’. Operational Oﬃcer Virgil, male, for instance, states his colleague had: ‘a sort of
short-circuit in his head. He said to me afterwards: “what happened here? what happened here?”’
Virgil blames a short-circuit in the brain for the inability to process what has just transpired. This
metaphor suggests that ‘freezing’ hampers consciousness, interrupts the ﬂow of acting and disrupts
conduct. Blaming the brain merely deﬂects accountability when assuming most behaviour is the
product of conscious decision-making (Erickson 2010). ‘Freezing’ is thus often regarded as beyond
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oﬃcers’ control. However, and interestingly, some ‘freezing’ moments are preceded by purposeful
behaviour. For example, Oﬃcer Eddy explained that his colleague locked himself in the car while
trying to defuse a brawl between two families:
And then you turn around and someone behind you has a freezing moment. And at that freezing moment my
colleague literally pressed the buttons of the car, like, plop, downwards. And then you’re standing there alone on
the street, but I could also not get into the car anymore and you hear that car. It was one of the ﬁrst electrical
Mercedes so literally you hear the buttons, like “click click click,” including the boot, you hear it locking. Shit
[laughs]. Then you’re alone. And then you hope that that person who is in the vehicle starts calling dispatch;
“we have a … at this location, I would like another unit.” But he was so frozen, he couldn’t do it; communication,
everything was gone. It was just one big stress ﬁeld. It’s like someone [internally] screams like: “No, no, no, not
again, not this, no, no more. Done. Stop.” But then you’re already too late. [second-hand account, interview,
male]

Evidently, locking oneself in is a self-protective measure. Phenomenologically speaking, it is an
attempt to escape the here and now, to ‘freeze’ whatever is going on, and remove oneself from
the situation. It is a double lock in to the extent the oﬃcer is self-enclosed and stuck in the car,
but also a lock in to be locked out of the situation.
In sum, ‘freezing’, or rather the experience of self-enclosure, is more than the inability to physically
act or being nailed to the ground. Instead, it comes in many forms: from oﬃcers stopping in their
tracks to frantically moving around. Oﬃcers’ bodily-emotional foregrounding disrupts their takenfor-granted intertwinement with their environment, resulting in crippling directionlessness and preoccupation with body/mental preservation. Undoubtedly, violent experiences and fear take up a lot
of brain’s processing power, in particular, in the cortical parts where a sense of direction is generated.
The self-enclosing transformation is thus activated by a neurocognitive redirecting of energy
towards immediate emotions, away from higher cortical functions.

When ‘freezing’ occurs
Why do some oﬃcers experience near self-enclosement, or rather, when is it most likely to happen?
In general, oﬃcers argue that ‘freezing’ happens when situations become too hectic, when faced
with impending violence and large antagonistic groups. Oﬃcers further attribute ‘freezing’ to insecurities, sensory overload, instincts or people’s nature, and to emotions. In accordance with neuroscience, which notes that fear-processing brain structures and hormones such as (nor)adrenaline and
cortisol are involved in ‘freezing’, oﬃcers think fear, anxiety, feeling unsafe and stress-induce ‘freezelike’ behaviours. ‘Freezing’ also occurs when oﬃcers are confronted with situations that are similar to,
or remind them of, previous negative experiences. In these cases, oﬃcers argue they ‘subconsciously’
get scared and build-up tension because they do not want to experience that again. This ﬂashback
issue results in a lack of conﬁdence for acting in subsequent situations. Most strikingly, however, is
that ‘freezing’ often happens when oﬃcers encounter situations that are unexpected or that they are
untrained for. In their words, when they encounter a ‘now what’? moment.
The majority of oﬃcers argue that ‘freezing’ happens when they don’t know what to do next,
either because the situation is completely diﬀerent from what they expected it to be, or because
something happens that completely changes the situation. Operational Oﬃcer Geoﬀ, for instance,
gives an example of a colleague who froze when an object was thrown at a visiting president:
He just didn’t know what to do, so you saw him [starts moving frantically]. It’s not freezing like standing still but it
is freezing by not acting. He really had no idea át áll what to do. And you see that sometimes colleagues stop and
are like “now what?” [second-hand account, interview, male]

When oﬃcers encounter situations they have never experienced before, they do not always have a
repertoire of acting options available, which inhibits their ability to get to the next step. This relates
to practice theorists’ argument that knowing what to do next neccesitates signifying (Schatzki 1996),
to which I return later. In tense and threatening situations, or if oﬃcers have not talked about their
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acting options beforehand, they are more likely to encounter a ‘now what?’ moment. In phenomenological terms, ‘now what?’ occurs because oﬃcers are physically and mentally unfamiliar with a situation. Thus, to build familiarity with situations, and to be prepared, oﬃcers are trained in procedures.
However, procedures are sometimes unﬁtting for situations, causing a ‘freeze’. Operational Oﬃcer
Alex’s ﬁrst-hand experience is an excellent example of this. Alex pinned a suspect to a wall and threatened to use pepper spray. While watching the video recording of his attempt to arrest, he reﬂects:
Later on I thought about it a lot, like why for heaven’s sake did I not spray him? It felt really weird to me because
you learn of course that there should be a couple of metres distance and then you spray, but this was just really,
well it was 30 centimetres between me and that guy, and that’s really weird. It came really close and that’s why I
froze a little and why I didn’t do it eventually. Actually you are superior, you have pepper spray in your hands, in
principle you can spray him in his eyes and then he’s a bit weaker and you can take him on a bit better, but still I
didn’t do it, I froze. That felt really strange. [ﬁrst-hand account, video elicitation interview, male]

The distance between Alex and the suspect did not match the procedure he had learned which
made it ‘weird’ to use the pepper spray. He regrets not doing so and feels ashamed about it. The
prescribed procedure hindered his actions: Alex experienced a threshold, which he articulates as
‘now what?’ To him, the threshold is the ‘freeze’. Operational Oﬃcer Craig, on the other hand,
explained that he encountered such a moment when a suspect refused to lie on his stomach.
Craig repeatedly hits the suspect’s legs in an attempt to turn him over, but actually experienced a
sense of directionlessness. While watching the video recording of this encounter, he explains:
So the suspect trips and falls backwards and my colleague gets onto him sort of, and it becomes a wrestle. And I
still have that baton in my hand, and well during that wrestle, because he is not really sabotaging [defying/resisting] but also not cooperating, then because of the adrenaline I actually keep hitting. If I were to do this in training I would have put the baton away and then I would have grabbed him. If we practice this on Monday morning
right [smiles] but because I had already upscaled by using the baton, I had that in my hands, it was an easier
choice to use that baton than putting it away and doing something else; it feels like downsizing putting your
baton away and engaging physically, it feels like shifting down. He was lying on his back and his back is not
good; look, here he’s lying on his back again. Apparently he does not want to lie on his stomach and then actually as a response, I still have the baton in my hand, I punish him again for this. [ﬁrst-hand account, video elicitation interview, male]

At ﬁrst glance, it seems as if Craig chooses to use his baton, following a focused direction of trying to
get the suspect on his belly, a ‘ﬁght’ response. Collins (2012) would argue he is entering a tunnel of
violence: an altered state of consciousness where he becomes entrained in his own rhythm and selfabsorbed in the repeated use of the baton. However, Craig’s experience diﬀers from being in a
tunnel or ‘forward panic’ (Collins 2008), because his repetition is not merely due to a high level of
emotional/physiological (adrenaline/cortisol) rush or anger that makes him incompetent. Rather,
Craig is aware and realises that his repetitive hitting is ineﬀective, as he continuously asks himself
‘now what do I do?’ He has lost the ability to redirect his actions and direct himself purposefully.
Craig undergoes a self-enclosing transformation because he stops exchanging with his surroundings. He is deprived of stimuli, cannot navigate (himself within) the situation, and is unable to
project a goal to work forward. His repetitive behaviour indicates he is looking for input to get
himself to a next move, but he cannot choose another trajectory. ‘Downsizing’ is apparently a
mental step surrounded by barriers. Blaming his adrenaline rush obscures his responsibility to
execute his task proportionally. To conclude, oﬃcers argue ‘freezing’ behaviours happen when
they are confronted with overwhelmingly intense emotions, and unfamiliar, unexpected situations.
At that moment, they overcome with a sense of ‘now what?’ because they can’t get to the next step.

Re-emerging from ‘freezing’
So when ‘freezing’ happens, how to resume the ﬂow of acting? To return to normalcy and regain a
sense of direction, oﬃcers invoke their external senses: they start scanning their environment, touch
themselves, walk around the police car and focus on breathing. Seeking sensory stimuli is a way to
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regain connection with the here and now and activate arousal which ‘could just be enough to exit
what you’re threatening to go into’ [former Oﬃcer now trainer Eddy, male]. Calling on the senses is
an explicit phenomenological attempt to become situated in the environment. This supports the
idea that ‘freezing’ is a self-enclosing transformation, because frozen oﬃcers stop exchanging
with their surroundings. Therefore, I observed trainers, here Rupert, male, instruct recruits to
exhale after a shot when learning to shoot because: ‘if you don’t exhale you’re caught up in that
focus. When you scan and look around you exit this’, whereas fast breathing means ‘things are
closing oﬀ. Only the primordial brain will work; it is survival and rationale just disappears’
[ﬁeldnote police academy shooting training]. Similarly, Lande (2007, p. 102) demonstrated that regulated breathing for cadets is necessary to ensure that their bodies do not interfere with correct aligning of gazes and bodily postures. Hyperventilating threatens coordinated activity. In Katz’s words
(1999, p. 299), the locus of the grounding of action changes when oﬃcers focus on breathing. Breathing is not only a way to hold on to the here and now, it is the physical manifestion of connection with
their Umwelt. It anchors the oﬃcers’ body in the world and establishes harmony between intention
and performance (Merleau-Ponty 1962). Conscious inhaling and exhaling emphasises that oﬃcers
continously seek the connection with their environment to stay out of self-enclosement. Another
example of grounding the locus of action is that oﬃcers indicate they start thinking about their
goal in the situation: ‘what is my job here? Assessing the situation NOW; what is going on NOW?’
[former operational Oﬃcer now trainer Allison, female]. Other scholars also found that competent
users of violence, such as oﬃcers, use self-talk to guide themselves through violent situations
(Klinger 2004), or that people engage in situated reasoning when ordinary courses of action come
to a halt because habitual modes of conduct are disrupted (Emirbayer and Maynard 2011).
Through seeking sensory stimuli oﬃcers try to regain control and attempt to free themselves
from self-enclosement. However, regaining a sense of direction mostly requires collective eﬀort.

Returning to and remaining in normalcy: a collective achievement
Oﬃcers get sucked in a ‘freeze’ and therefore mostly depend on colleagues to get them out. In the
words of Oﬃcer Lloyd: ‘they had to tap me out of it’. When asked how oﬃcers exit ‘freezing’, they
indicate they have to ‘wake up’ colleagues or ‘make them aware of the situation’, appealing to
what is happening now. Those who ‘freeze’ are thus metaphorically sleeping or ‘on stand-by’,
which, once again, suggests they are not integrated in the environment but so deep into their InnenWelt that returning to the world of everyday life is like waking up. In these situations, oﬃcers scream
out colleagues’ names, try to establish eye contact, but most of all touch them. Through such collective alignment Oﬃcer Eddy helped his locked-in-the-car colleague exit his ‘freeze’:
Someone is unreachable. You have to literally grab them. Make physical contact. That’s what I did. He’s not
seeing it, he needs to get out of that stimulus. So what worked for me is leaning over the bonnet of the car,
seeking eye contact: “unlock, it’s me,” [and then] going into the car and physically making contact, saying
like: “hey listen, it’ll be ok, we’re getting out of here.” [second-hand account, interview]

Touching is a way to redirect an oﬃcer to this moment in time, away from an overwhelming situational stimulus. This is a grounding attempt to avert a self-enclosing transformation, Eddy: ‘when I
notice you’re going towards that turning point, I point that out to you: take a deep breath, hold
your breath for a minute. Just pause. Look down for a minute, away from the stimulus’. Operational
Oﬃcer Joe provides another example of how collective alignment works to exit, even prevent, ‘freezing’. While standing in a riot police line-up, he signals colleagues that are potentially going to ‘freeze’:
Normally there’s one guy behind them that taps them. “Wake up, come on,” and then you tap them on the
shoulders or something like that, make them alert like: “hello we’re here, wake up.” Or, in the worst case, if
you see someone struggling, and it’s quieter somewhere else in the line-up, switch them. If there’s a lot of
pressure on the right side of the line-up, or there are really aggressive guys there that push the line-up every
time, and on the other side of the line-up there are people that are not really daring to push, then those
oﬃcers have it easier. Then you switch them. [second-hand account, interview, male]
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First, by redirecting oﬃcers to ‘we’re here’, Joe reiterates that those who ‘freeze’ are not in this world.
Second, noticing that colleagues are on the verge of ‘freezing’, he suggests moving them to a less
demanding position in the line-up helps. This is an attempt to relieve pressure on those who
struggle, oﬀering room to breathe and thus to connect with the Umwelt. Tapping shoulders and
swapping oﬃcers are forms of collective aligning that works to pull oﬃcers out of potential ‘freezing’
moments. I frequently observed oﬃcers touching and grabbing one another, shouting at each other
and deliberately making eye contact when someone seemed unfocused towards the situation. Operational Oﬃcers Franklin and Tony, therefore, argue that yelling their actions out loud while
approaching an armed suspect helps to prevent self-enclosement:
Tony: That’s about raising awareness. When we come around the corner and see that ﬁrearm, we’re taught to yell
“FIREARM!” so it is also clear to him [Franklin]. That’s just drilled into us, so there is no doubt or confusion.
Franklin: It also induces a certain reaction, because you train for a certain reaction when you see a ﬁrearm, and
the minute you yell it out loud that triggers a response that you are trained to have. When you hear “FIREARM!”
you start doing proceedings because they’re ingrained. If you didn’t do that and think “what the fuck is happening here?” then you’ve already lost momentum. You shouldn’t freeze because that’s a risk, you need to make
sure you act immediately [ﬁrst-hand account, joint-interview, both male]

Yelling their actions out loud is not only a general procedure of communicating in incidents, it is
intended to and works to keep each other aware of the ongoing situation. If they did not do this, they
argue, one of them could transform into self-enclosement. Most oﬃcers argue that ‘freezing’ can be
prevented when they talk to one another about what is happening, and how they are going to act,
because it helps their awareness of each other and the situation. Specialised oﬃcers even shout their
procedurally prescribed actions, actions which they know will come next, because this helps to get
each other through ‘the arch of tension’ and keep each other involved in the things one has to do,
maintaining ‘calmness and structure’ [both quotes SWAT Oﬃcer Miguel, male]. Actually, through
activities like touching and yelling, oﬃcers attempt to create a ‘vivid present’ together; a present
in common (Schütz 1962, p. 216). These examples are thus not just about taking the time to
process new information, instead, these behaviours enable mutual tuning in which is necessary
for reciprocal coordination of bodily action and to establish an experience of a ‘We’ (Schütz 1962).
Returning to normalcy is thus predominantly a collective achievement because oﬃcers need
others to impose the environment onto them. Re-emerging from and preventing ‘freezing’ necessitates collective action. Lastly, I describe why oﬃcers feel stigmatised when ‘freezing’, and how training practices are tailored in such ways as to avoid ‘freezing’ behaviours.

Thou shalt not ‘freeze’
Oﬃcers are continuously socialised to persevere because ‘freezing’ is a violation of important moral
imperatives: of always backing each other up and taking action (Van Maanen 1974). While oﬃcers
argue that ‘freezing’ could happen to anyone and is unintended, it is generally considered ‘unpolicelike’ [operational Oﬃcer Sidney, male] because it so strongly goes against their fundamental role,
and thus against the essence of what policing is about. ‘Freezing’ is the antithesis to always being
action-ready. Oﬃcers note that it is ‘the worst’, ‘low’ and ‘intolerable’ because society expects
them to intervene and inﬂuence situations:
I think that as a police oﬃcer you cannot aﬀord to freeze. Or, in any case, be unable to think in certain situations.
You need precisely that ability as a police oﬃcer because in situations where people could freeze, you as an
oﬃcer can’t freeze. That is part of you, part of your job – especially in stressful situations, you should be able
to keep thinking. If you can’t do that it’s perilous. [third-hand account, interview operational Oﬃcer Vincent,
male]

During various ride-along, oﬃcers told me that those who ‘freeze’ are seen as a serious threat to
gaining control because they need others to take care of them, thus hindering focus on situations
or suspects. These oﬃcers are called ‘sissies’, ‘lose face’ and need to ‘work on it’ or ‘choose a
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diﬀerent job’ because they put themselves and others in danger by not acting. They are also seen as
a risk because if it happened once, it will most likely happen again. Oﬃcers, therefore, argue that
‘freezing’ betrays trust, which is crucial in policing. In fact, I observed as well as heard that some
oﬃcers decided to drive solo for the rest of a shift when a colleague froze, or as Oﬃcer Wallace
puts it: ‘it immediately sings around the police station, you’re a persona non grata, and if you do
it to me, I’m done with you’. Because ‘freezing’ is socially and professionally unacceptable, many
oﬃcers are fearful of criticism: being considered weak, looked down upon or cast out. Those who
do ‘freeze’ thus have conﬂicting feelings about being a ‘good’ police oﬃcer. Oﬃcers usually
believe colleagues disapprove of ‘freezing’, while they themselves understand it. However, the
majority of oﬃcers display compassion during interviews. ‘Freezing’ then, is also a case of pluralistic
ignorance: the mistaken belief that you feel diﬀerently about an attitude or behaviour in comparison
to your peers, when actually your peers think alike (Prentice and Miller 1996). Indeed, a common fear
and source of shame among oﬃcers is thinking they are the only ones experiencing unfavourable
reactions to stress (Kirschman et al. 2013). Oﬃcers incorrectly believe that their personal attitudes
about ‘freezing’ are unique, when their colleagues’ attitudes are quite similar. The fear of criticism
may explain why in accounts of ‘freezing’, behaviours appear that delay the moment at which ‘freezing’ may occur. Oﬃcers describe situations where units that arrive ﬁrst haven’t started acting yet or
even wait while sitting around the corner of an ongoing incident, Operational Oﬃcer Isaac, male: ‘we
really had to drive like six, seven minutes and we get there and see that they [other unit], at exactly
that moment, turn around the corner. Well there’s no other way than that they just waited there’.
Others note examples of oﬃcers quickly relieving themselves:
I’ve had colleagues that froze and the best example is, well that’s a really known example, there is a ﬁght and
colleagues are sitting in the police station and then it’s always the same oﬃcers that have to pee really quickly,
you know, in other words like everyone is ﬂying out the door and that oﬃcer is just in the toilet, and it’s always
the same one. I think it is a pre-stage that they know of themselves: ‘I’m really bad at that and I don’t like that at
all and I know I’m going to freeze’, and that’s a pre-stage of ‘I don’t even want to get into that situation so accidentally I have to do something else’ [third and second-hand account, interview Chief Oﬃcer Fred, male]

Examples of peeing or driving around the block indicate that oﬃcers feel ‘freezing’ coming, or at
least are afraid of it. They anticipate a ‘freeze’ and act in ways to avoid it. This anticipation shapes
how people conduct themselves: ‘I won’t go there, because I anticipate I might not know how to
act (Katz cited Weenink et al. 2020, p. 14)’. Operational Oﬃcers Alex and Perry argue their colleague
often avoids having to act:
Alex: Well we have a colleague for who it’s common to avoid situations. He was on my team and what often
happened is that colleagues had to ﬁght and needed assistance, he came to the scene and then stepped
back and said, under the guise of, ‘then I’ll maintain overview.’ But he doesn’t do anything. I really think it’s
because he’s scared. I also experienced that there were two colleagues ﬁghting and he arrived and then he
went to stand in a dark corner leaning against the wall. Later on when we were looking at video footage of
this incident I asked him: “what are you doing there?” He just said “well I’m trying to maintain overview,” but
he doesn’t act so I do think he is kind oﬀ a notorious freezer [meanwhile Perry regularly nods his head,
saying ‘yeah yeah’ expressing agreement] [second-hand account, joint video elicitation interview, both male]

The observation that some oﬃcers are considered ‘notorious freezers’ reinforces the idea that
‘freezing’ is stigmatised. Acting in ways to avoid this from happening could thus be a common strategy to avoid being characterised as a ‘freezer’. However, in doing this, oﬃcers are still stigmatised
and potentially thought of as freezing anyway, due to their inability to act as required.

Maintaining intertwinement through bodily learning and visualisation
Training then, is geared towards preventing oﬃcers from ‘freezing’. First, it helps to become familiar
with kinds of situations oﬃcers may encounter, and with bodily reactions to stress. Second, in training, oﬃcers learn descriptions and words to capture the experience, and cultural category, of various
‘freezing’ behaviours. During training, notions of seeking external stimuli, conscious breathing and
helping colleagues to come back to normalcy return:
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After the recruits practiced approaching suspects, trainer Rupert cautions his students: “When you step out of
the car don’t walk towards [the situation] immediately; get out, take a moment. Take a moment before you start
acting because then you can [breathes in], ‘ok how big is this? What am I feeling now? What am I seeing now?
What is tactical?’ Otherwise you’re in it straight away. A bit of observation ﬁrst, ‘ok’ [sighs], then you may also be
able to approach the situation from a better angle and not enter the situation with arousal and adrenaline, and
you stay calm” [ﬁeldnote police academy training]

Rupert teaches oﬃcers to construct a decision stage by taking time to process the situation. By
exposing recruits to high-stress situations (e.g. letting them ﬁght with a boxer), they experience
anxiety and tension and are made aware of their stress reactions. This creates ‘a mark’ that helps
to recognise bodily signals, get action-ready and respond quicker. Trainers refer to this creating of
familiarity with stress reactions as ‘blueprinting’. Blueprints act as a safeguard to fall back on.
During ride-alongs, oﬃcers articulate this as falling back on muscle memory. Indeed, through repetition and practice, the body develops ‘muscle memory’ facilitating rapid and ﬂuent (intuitive)
responses (Hine et al., 2018b). Through conditioning of a certain type of response, reactions may
become instinctual. If nothing else, the chances of doing nothing diminish. That is why oﬃcers
speak of automatic (re)actions and ‘training taking over’, indicating they can do things as an unconscious habit, without verbally thinking about it (Collins 2012). Blueprints then, ensure that oﬃcers
can rely on ‘autopilot’ because early bodily signals are incorporated into their ‘body schema’
(Merleau-Ponty 1962). This may also explain why during ﬁeldwork and interviews with SWAT
oﬃcers, I did not hear of ‘freezing’. Oﬃcers with ‘freezing’ behaviours are not only ﬁltered out in
SWAT recruiting procedures, but special units train extensively in order to know how to react in
all types of situations. Collins (2008) would argue these oﬃcers don’t ‘freeze’ because they are
part of the ‘Violent Elite’; masters at overcoming tension/fear and at getting the upper hand in
violent situations. Research on diﬀerences between patrol and specialised arrest unit oﬃcers indicates that practise enhances professional skills (Landman et al. 2016). Bodily learning thus matters
for performance in high-pressure situations. It reduces the brain’s processing demands and builds
conﬁdence in one another. Specialised oﬃcers possess greater bodily familiarity with stress reactions
and skill because they practice frequently, preventing self-enclosement. In contrast, I observed
trainer Ricky showing recruits various cuﬃng procedures special units apply and explain he only
teaches one because oﬃcers need to reproduce these bodily acts in stressful situations: ‘with
patrol oﬃcers you frequently see that they freeze because they think about ‘what is the next
step?’ Teaching multiple procedures increases the risk of them having to think’, and thus of ‘freezing’.
To prevent self-enclosement, oﬃcers are also taught to visualise situations, and think in scenarios.
Visualising means calling upon a real-life perception before arriving at a scene, as Oﬃcer Lloyd
indicates:
What will it look like when I get out of the car; what will I see? Ok, I see myself arriving at the house and although
they can be diﬀerent, every house has a front door, so I get to that front door and there’s already someone there,
on the street or in the doorway, or I have to ring the doorbell.

Oﬃcers visualise an environment and themselves in it. They create a prospective Umwelt to call upon
stimuli. Phenomenologically speaking, they place themselves in the Umwelt in which action will be
expected of them. Visualising is thus about intertwinement and generating a sense of direction. By
envisioning what may happen oﬃcers gain a sense of what is coming and what their line of action
can be. When oﬃcers think in scenarios, they are prepared when one of them unfolds, and avoid
being caught oﬀ-guard. This helps to stay action-ready because oﬃcers are able to swiftly apply
alternative ways of intervening, which they have thought of beforehand. Lloyd:
Freezing often happens when something happens that you didn’t see coming. If you know it’s coming then you
start visualizing to yourself like: ‘in a minute there’s a big man coming out and he’s going to try to hit me, so how
am I going to arm myself against that? Ok I’m not going to stand behind the front door but at the side of it.’

The extensive preparation of SWAT teams, e.g. studying ﬂoor plans and allocating tasks, may thus
again explain why they do not encounter self-enclosing transformations. SWAT oﬃcers do not just
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visualise themselves doing things; they see themselves doing things in the environment. That is also
why trainers instruct students to make situations recognisable to themselves, for instance, by positioning themselves behind a suspect, because it familiarises them with an Umwelt and creates stimuli
which signiﬁes the right proceedings. As Schatzki (1996) argues, knowing what to do next necessitates signifying, which in turn channels the ﬂow of action. Thus, creating familiarity through experiencing (reactions to) stress, visualising and making situations recognisable are key in developing a
repertoire of acting options that help oﬃcers to know the next step. Training oﬀers practical ways to
avoid ‘freezing’: through bodily learning oﬃcers are socialised to keep themselves intertwined with
their environment.

Conclusion and discussion
The aim of this article was to explore ‘freezing’ as a lived experience, and to reveal how, and in what
situations, it occurs. The ﬁndings presented here suggest that ‘freezing’ refers to various descriptions
and behaviours and is not just characterised by bodily cessation. ‘Freezing’ is a self-enclosing
emotional–corporeal transformation in which police oﬃcers are thrown out of an unselfconscious,
bodily latent, taken-for-granted intertwinement with the world. Their ‘being’ is oriented inside.
They are no longer situated in the here and now. ‘Freezing’ is thus a temporal moment in which
oﬃcers do not live in their acts or the present, but turn towards another reality, an InnenWelt. In unfamiliar, unexpected and emotionally charged situations, they are overcome with a ‘now what?’
moment that inhibits their sense of direction. Their faculty to direct themselves is momentarily
impeded, which means oﬃcers experience lack of focus and engage in directionless behaviours.
To escape this – that is, re-emerge from ‘freezing’ – they invoke their senses, and rely on others
to impose the environment onto them. Regaining control and returning to normalcy is thus a collective achievement. ‘Freezing’ oﬃcers feel stigmatised because they feel they have abandoned
their police role, and experience feelings of guilt and shame. Finally, training practices are tailored
to prevent ‘freezing’: through bodily learning, visualising and making situations recognisable,
oﬃcers keep themselves intertwined with their environment which enables them to know the
next step, and remain in the ﬂow of (inter)acting. ‘Freezing’ is not static, but a dynamic and
timely process.
Before discussing future recommendations for subsequent research, I address some limitations of
this study. First, ‘freezing’ could be seen as a form of choking under pressure, common for athletes,
which suggests that attention shifting inwards may interfere with performance (Englert and Oudejans 2014). This is somewhat similar to the argument here that ‘freezing’ is a transformation inwards,
but diﬀers because self-enclosing is not a mere change of attention, but characterised by an intermittent existence and directionlessness. Scholars could also argue that some oﬃcers are more susceptible to feelings of anxiety and fear, or conversely better adapted to maintaining a low level of
state anxiety (i.e. apprehension and nervousness), thereby attributing ‘freezing’ to personality
traits. However, relating coping with stress to personalities, age, gender, cognitive trade-oﬀs or
neuroendocrine systems does not explain situational experiences. This article provides an alternative
for such ways of thinking in scholarly literature because it derives from real-life situations in which
the stakes are high. As such, it has paid more attention to emotional and embodied processes as
generated in the environment, yielding insights into unﬂattering moments of fear. This is relevant
because oﬃcers usually avoid showing weakness or vulnerability to being overwhelmed, and are
often portrayed as hyper-masculine and unﬂinching. Therefore, the article contributes to future
sociological work on emotions, violence and policing by emphasising that embodied experiences
are part and parcel of dealing with violent interactions, occupational self-understanding and
police oﬃcers’ emotional literacy.
A shortcoming of this study is that it has not explicitly analysed diﬀerences in gender and ethnicity. While I did not ﬁnd signiﬁcant dissimilarities between oﬃcers’ experiences, it could be argued
that female oﬃcers and those with migration backgrounds are less likely to discuss ‘freezing’
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experiences because, already having to make more of an eﬀort to ‘ﬁt in’ in police teams, they would
jeopardise their position. In general, the idea of being stigmatised may keep oﬃcers from discussing
distressing things, because they do not want to come across as if they cannot handle their job or be
relied upon for backup (Karaﬀa and Koch 2016, p. 761). Marginalised oﬃcers could be more hesitant
to admit self-enclosement because they risk being seen as not in line with being ‘tough’ or ‘in
control’, contradicting the white male stereotype. Moreover, performing such policing roles, also
due to organisational expectations, requires emotional labour putting a strain on oﬃcer wellbeing (Black and Lumsden 2020). This study has contributed to this line of work by highlighting
the role of emotion–body regulation and coping strategies in order to meet these expectations
and keep up a professional appearance. It has shown that ‘freezing’ is linked to the development
of shame and stigma, which potentially aggravates the prevalence of psychosocial issues such as
PTSD, burn-out and depression in the policing occupation. In future studies, I recommend scholars
to include occupational diﬀerences in the analysis, as well as comparable (violent) incidents in the
sample to foster systematic analysis of when ‘freeze-like’ behaviours occur. Additionally, a more
in-depth study of bodily-oriented training practices could reveal what other strategies oﬃcers are
taught to manage and prevent ‘freezing’.
This article has pointed to a fundamental issue for police oﬃcers and opens up new space for
researchers to study unwanted but urgent transforming experiences. It has contributed to existing
policing literature by focusing on unvoiced and seemingly inaccessible experiences. While much academic work on the policing occupation focuses on (enhancing) action(readiness), I have explored,
instead, the phenomenological underpinnings of ‘freezing’ and argue it involves issues around intertwinement, loss of direction and self-enclosement. This analysis allows us to describe the relationship
between bodily transformations and social action, and advance our understanding of ‘freezing’s’
embodied character. This approach moves away from an animalistic and biological backdrop, allowing scholars to study such behaviours in other contexts and for other professions that are expected
to act in pressing circumstances or deal with social control. Violent specialists, e.g. soldiers, also
‘freeze’ in the face of violent atrocities (Collins 2008), but does ‘freezing’ also occur for teachers
when confronted with angry students or ambulance staﬀ with aggressive patients? If so, how do
they then exit this? Social workers manipulate their manifest bodies to overcome their loss of direction (Keesman and Weenink 2020). However, they, and many other professions in contrast to oﬃcers,
lack suﬃcient training options and do not work in teams which means collective action is prohibited.
In general, such crucial embodied experiences deserve systematic attention because they tell us
something about occupational anxiety, human stress-coping and resilience in critical moments in
people’s lives.
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