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Q: What are reasonable steps for a law enforcement agency to take to ensure that sworn officer/deputies 

know what to do when confronted with a law enforcement incident while off-duty? 

Officers and agencies have a joint interest in preparation for off-duty encounters.  The officer has mostly 

physical and emotional reasons for preparation while the agency is mostly pressured by liability.  It’s in the 

agency’s best interest to take reasonable steps to prepare the officers they employ for off-duty encounters as 

they would prepare them for encounters on-duty. 

The following actions are reasonable steps to prepare officers while off-duty. 

Initially the agency must identify issues and assign the appropriate personnel to research issues and 

implement policies for the organization.  Instructors must be sent to attend appropriate classes to educate 

themselves on the subject before attempting to educate the average officer.  

For the officers, the training must start in the classroom.  The education should begin how the constitutional 

amendments and citizen rights still apply while officers are off duty.  The state, county, and municipal laws 

which apply or are not applicable must then be discussed and explained sufficiently.  The agency must inform 

and educate each officer on all agency policies which apply to off-duty encounters including (but not limited 

to) use of force, weapons allowed to be carried, requirements for acting during felony or misdemeanor crimes 

in progress, and actions required after off-duty encounters such as notifications or special reports.   

Special topics must be taught to each officer such as “blue on blue” deaths, family planning, and limitations.  

Over the years numerous officers have been injured or killed due to on-duty officers mistaking them for 

criminals with weapons.  The officers must be educated on the possibility of physical dangers of off-duty 

encounters such as “blue on blue” or on-duty officers mistaking off-duty officers for suspects.  Dr. Laurence 

Miller states “The most common scenario of cop-on-cop violence is a uniformed officer mistaking a plain-

clothes officer for a criminal.” Each officer should be taught how to act in order to avoid injuries while taking 

action and not in uniform.  Family plans should be discussed with the officer but the actual planning and 

execution should be the responsibility of the officer and his/her family.  These plans should include numerous 

points but would vary from family to family.  Examples of topics which should be discussed by the officer and 

their family are; how to discretely alert each other to an impending or unfolding dangerous situation, if family  
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members should flee or take cover in violent situations, and if family members should create distance or take 

cover behind the officer.  In addition, the officer needs to be made aware of his/her limitations.  Kevin R. Davis 

stated “But being off-duty already means that you have fewer capabilities readily available (e.g., no partner or 

other officers with you, no long-gun, body armor, radio).”  Limitations need to be discussed at length for the 

officer’s safety. 

Each officer should then be put through rigorous firearms and force on force training wearing off-duty clothes.  

This training would serve to highlight the differences such as drawing a weapon from a concealed location, 

combat in off-duty clothes, and shooting from different protective modes (protecting family members).   

Most importantly to the agencies but least important to the officer is the documentation by the department.  

Each step should be thoroughly documented in order to provide the agency with protection during the 

possible civil action which would follow the incident itself.  Each agency should take reasonable and 

appropriate steps to protect its’ officers and their families from violent encounters and real dangers.  The 

steps will also protect the agency from liability after the incident.  Failure to deal with this situation is a failure 

by the department and will cost the agency in more than one way. 
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