Training Supervisors in Wellness Leadership: Leading by Example
By Dr. Jaime Brower & David Baker
If an agency wants to build a genuine culture of wellness, supervisor training is where the work really begins.
That may sound obvious, but many wellness efforts still sit off to the side. There’s a peer support team, an employee assistance program (EAP), maybe a list of clinicians or wellness app. And don’t get us wrong — those resources are all critical. But they don’t matter much if the people closest to line personnel don’t know how to talk about wellness, spot problems early, or model healthy behavior themselves.
Supervisors shape agency culture more than almost anyone else. They set the tone in briefings, after hard calls, during one-on-one conversations, and in the small moments that show people what’s safe to say out loud (and more importantly, what’s not). And that’s why wellness leadership should be treated as a core supervisory skill, not an optional extra.
Start With Belief, Not Messaging
The first step is simple, but not easy. Supervisors have to actually believe wellness matters.
Your people are not dummies. They can tell the difference between a leader checking a box and one who sees wellness as an important part of readiness, safety, and performance. If a supervisor talks a good game about resilience but rolls their eyes when someone takes time off, people notice. If they mention mental health resources once a year and never bring them up again, people notice that, too.
Belief shows up in behavior. It shows up in whether a supervisor makes time for conversations, checks in after a rough week, treats fatigue and overload as real operational issues, and talks about support resources as everyday tools instead of last resorts.
This is where leading by example stops being a slogan. A leader who can honestly say, “I tried this and it helped,” does more to reduce stigma than a dozen copy-and-paste reminders in an email newsletter.
Supervisors Carry the Culture to the Line
Policies matter, but supervisors turn policy into lived experience.
A wellness policy may say peer support is available, counseling is confidential, and mental health matters. But for the average employee, the real question is more personal: What happens if I tell my supervisor I’m struggling? Will I be treated with respect? Will this follow me? Will I still be trusted?
Those are the questions that never get answered in the policy manual. They are answered by supervisors. More specifically, by their behavior.
That’s why supervisor training has to cover more than compliance. Supervisors need to understand how they shape trust, reduce stigma, and connect people with the help they need. A good supervisor is not a therapist. The job isn’t to treat or diagnose, but to notice, listen, respond appropriately, and help build an environment where asking for help doesn’t feel so risky.
Teach Supervisors to Know Their People
One of the most practical wellness skills is also one of the most overlooked. Supervisors need to know their people well enough to spot change.
If you do not know someone’s normal baseline, you are much more likely to miss the early signs that something is off. A once steady performer becomes short-tempered. A usually outgoing crew member starts withdrawing. A reliable employee begins calling out, showing up late, or making unusual mistakes. None of that proves a mental health issue. But each can be a sign that the person is carrying more than usual.
This is where leadership becomes relational. Supervisors who only interact with personnel to correct, discipline, or evaluate them will miss a lot. Supervisors who know how their people normally operate are in a much better position to spot stress, burnout, trauma exposure, or overload before it becomes a crisis.
It also helps to remember that people do not all respond the same way. Some want direct questions. Some open up slowly. Some need encouragement. Some need space. Good supervisors learn the difference.
“In public safety, serious problems don’t always arrive with sirens.”
Train Them to Recognize Early Warning Signs
In public safety, serious problems don’t always arrive with sirens.
Sometimes the issue is cumulative stress. Sometimes it’s unprocessed trauma. It can also be poor sleep, family strain, cynicism, irritability, or an avalanche of smaller stressors that just piles up.
Supervisor training should make this concrete. It should help leaders recognize common early warning signs in behavior, mood, work performance, peer relationships, and decision-making. It should also teach them not to wait for a dramatic incident before acting.
That matters because many agencies still see wellness as a reactive thing. Someone experiences a major critical incident, then support kicks in. But the people who need help are not always the ones with the most obvious story. Sometimes they’re the ones quietly absorbing stress over time.
Supervisors should learn to treat those red flags as a reason to check in, not as a reason to make accusations. That small shift can make a big difference.
Give Supervisors Better Tools for Hard Conversations
A lot of leaders care deeply about their people and still avoid discussions about wellness because they don’t know how to start them.
That is a training problem.
Supervisors need practical language they can use when something seems off. Not canned scripts, but simple ways to open the door to real conversation. “You don’t seem like yourself lately.” “I’ve noticed a change.” “How are you doing, really?” The dialogue doesn’t need to be polished. Instead, it needs to be honest, calm, and respectful.
It also needs to be grounded in listening. Many supervisors are used to solving problems quickly. In wellness conversations, that instinct can backfire. Personnel do not always need an immediate fix. Sometimes they need to feel heard without being judged, rushed, or managed.
A well-trained supervisor knows how to ask, listen, and connect someone to support without trying to become the support system alone. It’s a talent, but it’s one that can be learned.
Make Wellness Visible in Daily Leadership
If wellness only shows up after a bad incident or during an annual campaign, personnel will read it as something separate from “real work.”
But wellness is an important part of “real work.” And it needs to show up in normal leadership communication.
That can be as simple as checking in after a brutal week, mentioning counseling or peer support in routine conversations, or treating sleep, fatigue, and family strain as legitimate challenges instead of personal weaknesses. It can also mean talking openly about recovery, boundaries, and the fact that even seasoned professionals can carry unresolved stress.
This is where modeling matters. While it’s not great when leaders overshare, it is great when they open up and speak plainly about how they take care of themselves, what resources they trust, and why those resources matter.
When leaders normalize something, personnel pay close attention. If supervisors act like wellness is part of the job, that attitude spreads. If they treat it like a side issue, that spreads, too.
Make Sure the Resources Are Actually Good
Training supervisors in wellness leadership only works if your agency’s resources are worth using.
That means agencies should take a hard look at what they offer. Is your EAP easy to access, or does it require jumping through a bunch of hoops? Are peer supporters well trained and trusted? Are clinicians culturally competent and comfortable working with first responders? Do people know what’s available, whether it’s confidential, and who pays for it?
It’s silly to assume a resource is effective just because it exists. The real test is whether personnel use it, trust it, and would go back to it.
This is another reason supervisors matter so much. They often hear the unfiltered feedback. They know which resources get joked about, which ones are hard to reach, and which ones people quietly recommend to one another. They can (and should) pool that information to help improve the program.
A weak resource can do real damage. One bad experience can shut people down for a long time. Part of wellness leadership is not just promoting help, but pushing for better help.
Unlock real-time insights to lead your agency with confidence and and accountability: DOWNLOAD NOW!
Move from Crisis Response to Early Support
The best supervisor training helps leaders get out of the all-or-nothing mindset.
Not every wellness concern is an emergency. Not every concern should wait until it becomes one. Supervisors should be taught how to make support feel routine and nonpunitive. That could mean a check-in after repeated exposure to difficult calls. It could mean noticing changes in behavior before performance drops. It could mean encouraging someone to use a resource before things unravel at home or at work.
This is often where agencies gain the most ground. Not through dramatic interventions, but through steady, lower-key acts of leadership that make support easier to accept.
Treat Wellness Leadership Like a Real Leadership Skill
If wellness leadership matters, it should be trained, reinforced, and evaluated like any other leadership skill.
That means putting it into supervisor development programs, complete with realistic scenarios, and teaching supervisors what to say, what not to say, and when to bring in clinical, HR, or command support. It also means rewarding supervisors who create strong, supportive environments instead of recognizing only traditional measures of command presence or output.
Too often, wellness leadership is treated like an extra, something nice to have if a supervisor is naturally empathetic. A healthier view is that wellness leadership must be part of competent supervision in a high-stress profession. It improves trust, supports retention, helps agencies catch problems earlier, and makes teams stronger over time.
The Goal Is Not Softer Supervision
Some leaders still worry that a stronger focus on wellness will weaken standards or make their people “soft.” In reality, the opposite is usually true.
Good wellness leadership doesn’t lower expectations. It gives supervisors better tools to keep people healthy enough to meet them. It protects performance by paying attention to the human realities that affect performance in the first place.
That is the point supervisors need to understand. Wellness is not separate from readiness. It is an integral part of readiness. It is part of safety. It is part of leading professionals through hard work that takes a real toll over time.
If agencies want to make wellness more than just a paper program, they need supervisors who can lead it in the field, in the station, in the shift briefing room, and in the everyday moments when culture gets made. That is where real change starts.
Ready to strengthen your wellness culture? Schedule a consultation to learn how Lexipol can help support your leaders and personnel.

