
Keeping Work Separate from the Rest of Life    

 

It’s normal to share our work life with family, but you don’t want to share upsetting details. Yet to not share about your work can 

confuse them if you come home upset, different, or short-tempered due to an incident and keep them in the dark. Feeling uncertain 

as to your mood, they may tiptoe around, uncertain of your response. How do you keep work stress from damaging home life?  

You have three options: bring it home, share it, or compartmentalize (don’t bring it home). 

• Bringing work home is when you stay in work mode after shift ends. You’re ‘on duty’ when you could be relaxed, perhaps 

surveilling everyone in a restaurant, rather than enjoying the food and conversation. Family notices and doesn’t understand. 

• Sharing is telling what happened but without specific details. For example, you could say, "Today we had a (fight/suicide/ 

injury), but I’m ok. I don't need to talk about it. I’d rather think of other things, so let’s talk about your day.”  But if you’re reeling 

from an incident, let a spouse and older kids know that you experienced trauma: “Today was bad; I need to process it. I feel 

different, but I’m not different because of you; I love you. Please give me a few days.” (See the flyer When Trauma Hits).  

    When things are calm, educate family about your work and why you may sometimes need to unwind or blow off steam. Ask 

them to not take such anger personally -- but try to not display stress, especially if younger kids are present, who can be 

frightened if you’re upset. One deputy shared: “The best method to help family understand our work is get-togethers with other 

officers and their families. Then, officers naturally discuss work with each other, spouses hear how casual such issues are for 

us and learn that things which they consider life-shattering aren’t as big a deal –like de-escalation and de-sensitization. Then 

it’s easier to talk to a spouse because they’ll not assume the worst.” 

     Be prepared and prepare them to occasionally be disappointed if you’re mandated or exhausted, causing you to miss a 

family event or it cancels their plans. They’ll be disappointed, frustrated, maybe angry when plans fall through or when the 

event still happens but you’re absent. Even if exhausted and you don’t feel like it, join in at least for a while – you may feel 

better for it. If you must miss it, look forward to the next time you can participate, and with them, plan a new outing! 

• Compartmentalizing with a Magic Gate or Wall of Drawers To compartmentalize work from home, some staff symbolically 

separate work from home by leaving their uniform at work or work shoes at their home’s front door. One deputy imagines a 

huge wall of tiny drawers, each holding a small, single moment in life -- some fun to open, others to open only when he’s fully 

ready to deal with its reality. He also uses a physical barrier at the jail to make the mental separation:  

   “When I come through the gate, it’s magical! Problems from home are put on pause and stay at that gate for my shift; they’re 

not a worry as I live in the present at work, focused completely on it and getting through my shift safely. “When I leave, all work 

problems stop and stay at that gate until I return; I pick up my “home” mindset. That physical structure triggers my mind to say 

what moment I’m living in. We all do this in small ways; say we’re hosting a party but just before it, argue with a family member. 

Most of us at the party can still be pleasant and enjoy it; the argument’s not gone but put on pause, so you can focus on the 

party. Afterwards, usually the issue is less intense and easier to discuss. You put the event on hold and came back to it later 

without a lot of effort. That micro-skill which most of us have can be practiced and developed, to use intentionally on a regular, 

larger scale to separate work and home life.” 

Key to compartmentalizing life is learning to live in the moment, not the past (even if that ‘past’ was just 5 minutes ago), nor 

worrying about the future. But a live-in-the-moment mindset can fall away after distraction (e.g., commissary, movement, an all-call) 

ends; then, alone, we might replay the past and mistakenly open the little drawer that could be kept shut; we start asking “why’d that 

happen, why’d I respond that way, why wasn’t I better?“ 

     The past can never be controlled, so dwelling on it reduces our alertness to deal best with the present, to be alert. It’s good to 

learn from the past, but examine it later, not when needing to execute today’s shift. If our focus is often on the past or on future 

worries instead of the present, this keeps us from being “in the present” and involved with family and others. Such detachment will 

hurt relationships, wither our social life, end healthy activities and lessen the enjoyment of life. 

 

Living in the moment and compartmentalizing may not be easy but gets easier and better with practice. The saying, “God 

give me the strength to change what I can, peace to accept what I cannot, and wisdom to know the difference” encourages you to 

identify what you can affect/change, learn to find the strength to do so, then accept what you can’t change and move on to what you 



can change. For example, we lose fellow officers or colleagues to violence or disease, which hurts. But if we live in the moment, we 

don’t ask why or dwell on the negative but choose to learn from the loss: to live our absolute best life as a means of celebrating who 

they were and what they represent. None of them would want us to fall into long-term depression or another negative emotion on 

their accord. Pressing forward means we can open a painful drawer because now a positive life lesson comes with it: 

   “When deploying, my buddy and I decided we were effectively already dead; surviving would mean every breath would be a 

celebration of life. Our days were bright and joyous because we had, for lack of a better term, come back from the dead. Those 

without this mindset (celebrating life), were damaged by the experience. They came back questioning the entire deployment and 

themselves rather than just a few small pieces.”  

You might do all three approaches; typically share or compartmentalize, but after a traumatic event, also bring home a changed 

you. In that case, get help from your EAP, Peer Support, faith leader, doctor, chaplain or another. As soon as you’re able, talk with 

family or others impacted by that period during which you distanced yourself from them or were confusing to them, and explain why. 

Not sharing such events with loved ones restricts growth in your relationships. 

Before heading home 

• Decide what you can let go/put in a drawer and what you must deal with.

• For what you can control or affect, pick what you’ll do about it, when, and then do it.

• Talk about the things you must deal with, with someone who knows your work: a teammate or Peer Support.

• Vent. Breathe – intentionally, slowly and deeply, repeatedly.

• Decide to leave work at the gate. Even if you failed yesterday, try again today to leave work there.

On the way home… 

• Purge any negativity from the day; test until you find a way to decompress such as positive radio like 97.9FM, avoiding news.

• Look for a commute that’s enjoyable or less congested even if longer. Stop to workout, take a walk, do a needed errand, etc.

• Think of someone who cares about you. (Your chaplains care about you too and so does God!)

At home 

• Avoid isolation which contributes to fatigue and depression; intentionally hang out with others even when you don’t feel like it.

• Get outside daily, even if just for 15 minutes, alone or with a pet or friend.

• Do a healthy activity that involves others, like volunteering, seeing a game with or visiting friends. Unwind. Smile.

• Be realistic; kids will fight, neighbors will annoy, etc.; we can’t control everything, but when you blow it, apologize.

• When you miss a family event, propose a makeup one, plan it and look forward to it.

Get Help  Reach out; reject any stigma about asking for help. Someone with a broken leg needs help, as does one with a shattered 

worldview. Help can be in the form of simply being heard (rather than being told ‘solutions’), because you usually know the solution, 

but need to vent before you can put answers into action. In addition, if there’s an incident that violates your moral code – could end 

up being replayed, concluding that you or others should have done more or differently, someone let down you/the team, etc. This 

can lead to regret, guilt or anger and builds, promoting distrust, conflict, isolation and a breakdown in teamwork. Read chapter 8 on 

moral injury in your Staying Well book. (To get a copy, ask your command unit, chaplain, or Empower manager.) 

Be the Hero that You Are 

• You’re a natural hero and leader, so be that for your own life and your family.

• Be proactive and in tune with things outside work. For example, organize to save personal energy; perhaps prepare a week’s

meals at one time and freeze them, so you don’t have to shop or cook often. Stay current within your family and home repairs.

• Adequate sleep and rest are vital; rest whenever you can, even 10 minutes in the parking lot.

• Aim to show family, friends, and teammates at least the same self-control, patience and respect you show those arrested.

Support Each Other  As one deputy said: “Let’s listen to and support each other, because no one can ever fully understand what 

we deal with. We’re capable and responsible to help those who feel the job is crushing them; we can help turn their view of huge 

problems into smaller components and identify the parts they can affect or control. This makes them stronger and more able to 

maintain these skills themselves – and then they can help others. As part of a unit, together we can conquer any obstacle.” 
    Source: Correctional Deputies at the CCSO DOC 


