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Leaving the NSW Police Force 
Leaving the NSW police force is a major life and career transition. For some, this may mean permanent 
retirement from the workforce. For others, it will be an opportunity to look for another career.  

Career transition is a significant life change, whether planned or unplanned.  

The stages and phases of career transition  

Retiring from the police force can take time to adjust to. The process of transitioning tends to occur over 
three major stages and includes both a honeymoon and adjustment phase, as shown below.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 1: Planning 
As with any major life change, career 
transition can be overwhelming, and it can 
be easier to avoid thinking about it. 
Successful change is achieved by preparing 
for it and making a personal plan. 

At times people think of career transition 
as being related to the job or employment 
only, but it encompasses a whole range of 
adjustments. What are your plans in each 
of the areas below? 
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Medical retirement 
Unplanned, unwanted career transition can make the shock of leaving the police force 
harder. You might feel blame towards the organisation or someone in particular for your 
situation. It may be the reality that someone else was the cause of your injury or that the 
organisation asked you to be there. You might feel as though there was a lack of support for 
you to deal with or manage the situation. 

If there was an investigation there may have been a period of time when you were isolated 
from your team and asked not to talk about the event. Sometimes a process that is good for 
the organisation doesn’t always match what is good for an individual, but the blame you may 
feel can get in the way of making the most of the time you have left before your transition. 
Rather than focussing on blame, focus on what you can influence and control and on what 
you need to do to recover.  

With the support of health professionals and others who have medically retired, you can 
gradually learn to accept the reality of your medical retirement, by acknowledging the 
challenges and taking action on these, and focussing on new opportunities in the future. New 
opportunities can include finding out about a whole new industry and/or community, and 
never having to work Christmas or New Year ever again

•A lot of employers value the skills and attributes of police officers. Asking a 
mentor to assist with planning a new career can help. 

• If you are not moving into a new job, what other activities can you consider? 
Some options include volunteer work, hobbies, or perhaps supporting your loved 
ones.

Employment

•Visit a financial advisor and seek support with planning your finances. 
Uncertainty around finances is often a significant stressor during career 
transition. 

Finances

•Make a plan to stay physically healthy, including exercise, keeping a healthy diet 
and sleep routine, and finding time to relax and take time out.

Health

•When leaving the police force, there are several small things that you might not 
have thought about, such as the need to do further education and training, and 
whether you need to move house to be closer to other opportunities. Talking to 
other police officers who have retired can help you consider things you may not 
have thought of.

Life skills and preparedness

•What social networks do you picture yourself being involved in once you leave 
the police force? Are they all police? Where will you meet new friends? Are there 
old friends you want to reconnect with? Social connections are important when 
making a significant life change. Career transition is best achieved by actively 
getting involved new communities.

Social integration

•What are the things that will help shape your identity now that you are no longer 
a police officer? Will you participate in activities with other ex-serving police 
officers? Do you have other strong cultural ties that can assist you in making the 
career transition?

Cultural and social environment
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Stage 2: Adjusting 
Identity 
• Your personal identity is shaped by 

many things and includes your role as 
a police officer. Police culture is strong 
because integrity and internal strength 
are required when dealing with 
changing and difficult situations and 
making decisions on the run.  

• The culture has a stronger impact on 
your understanding of who you are and 
this often isn’t recognised until you start 
to make the career transition.  

• It’s usually the case that there is a 
strong social connection amongst 
police. There is a particular way of 
talking and making ethical decisions. 
On leaving the police you may need to 
redefine what your priorities are, who 
you are as a person, and the friendship 
circles you have. Certain parts of your 
identity may have taken a back seat 
during your career in the police force.  

• You need to bring other parts of your 
identity forward. What parts will those 
be? 

Culture 
• A strong culture means that there is a 

strong impact on the values you hold 
and can make it difficult for you to form 
relationships or friendships with others 
who don’t share those strong values. 
You may feel you have less value 
outside of your police role, because 
your way of contributing to society is 
less obvious.  

• You may find yourself impatient or 
frustrated with those who don’t share a 
focus on getting the job done or doing 
things correctly, or behaviours that may 
appear to lack structure, direction and 
discipline. A strong mission orientation 
and a focus on achieving a task are not 
necessarily prevalent in all workplaces. 
Softer skills are required to shape and 
influence. 

Family 
• Remember that your family is 

transitioning too. Career transition may 
mean a new place to live, 
responsibilities and changes to the way 
parenting is done in the house and 
household chores are allocated. It may 
mean a change to the daily rhythms of 
life, especially if you were on shifts and 
are now home ‘normal’ hours. Families 
may also feel a sense of loss at not 
being part of the police community. 

• They might, on the other hand, feel 
relief at a decision that took a long time 
to make, or was delayed for 
administrative reasons, and see 
opportunities to do new and exciting 
things that they have had time and 
space to plan. They may feel that you 
owe them a bit of time now that the 
demands of police life are no longer 
there.  

• Communicating with all family 
members about the impact of career 
transition from the police force will help 
you all support each other. 

Honeymoon phase 
  The initial period of being free of work responsibilities is very enjoyable. This 
is especially so if your retirement was protracted, painful, or focussed on an 
injury. You might sleep in, travel, visit people you love, and generally enjoy 

not being on a roster. Don’t go crazy, but do allow yourself to enjoy this 
period. Eventually, the realities of career transition will sink in. 
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Stage 3: Integrating 
Find a mentor 
Consider finding a mentor; someone 
you respect, can call on for advice, and 
feel comfortable talking to. This may be 
someone you know who has already 
made the transition out of the force. 
They will be able to share some of their 
experiences. They may also have tips 
for how you can make your transition 
easier, based on their own experiences. 

Social network 
Make an effort to develop other parts of your 
identity before you leave: as a parent, partner, 
sportsperson, artist, friend, community member, 
or volunteer. This will help broaden your 
network and enhance your mental health. This 
doesn’t mean cutting yourself off from existing 
friendships; having a plan for maintaining work 
friendships is important. Joining a group or 
activity with other ex-serving police officers can 
help you maintain shared meaning. 

Managing your own reactions across all three stages of career transition 

• Balanced thinking: Set your expectations 
realistically, focus on the things you can control, 
problem solve and keep reviewing the actions 
taken.  

• Managing strong emotions: Acknowledge that 
strong emotions will come up. Fear, excitement, 
sadness, grief, anger and loss, are just a few 
strong emotions that may come up, and career 
transition can feel disorienting. 

• Healthy habits: Prioritising healthy eating, 
getting enough sleep and keeping active are 
three fundamental healthy habits. Relaxation, 
maintaining contact with others and not taking on 
too much are three more healthy habits that will assist you throughout the career 
transition process.  

Healthy habits

Managing 
strong 

emotions

Balanced 
thinking

Medically retiring can be 
challenging - no one 
plans to retire due to an 
injury.  
Trust that your personal 
attributes will take you 
into another career. 

Retiring from the police 
force requires a process 
of developing a new 
identity. 
Trust that you will have a 
future that is meaningful. 

Engaging in new activities 
and interests or 
reconnecting with 
previous hobbies can 
create new connections. 
Connecting with others 
can help with developing 
a new sense of purpose 

  

Adjustment phase 
  At some point, you’ll realise that the changes that initially took effort to put into 

place start to become routine. This is what we call a role transition.  
  The adjustment phase is marked by feeling as though things have settled, and 

you have started to gain a sense of mastery over ‘living your life’ again. This 
allows you to start looking towards the future 
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