Chapter 2 Literature Review


2.1 Introduction
This chapter will focus on current arguments surrounding the impact of night shifts on frontline police officers. Shiftwork is a requirement to ensure that the public are protected 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Part of this requirement is ensuring the availability of police officers during nighttime hours.
This chapter will aim to understand what current literature and research exists surrounding the impacts of working night shifts for frontline police officers. Focus will be put on both the physical and mental challenges these shifts have. Using current literature and research available the review will break down the individual research objectives below, focusing on the effects of night shift working and looking at ways to improve this for frontline officers. The first two objectives will be combined due to their similarity. The first objective will look at whether night shifts impact police officers, with the second objective focusing on the impacts in greater detail. This chapter will also discuss available options to improve wellbeing for officers completing night shifts and will review any gaps that could be considered in future research. This chapter will end with a conclusion on the topic, based on current research and literature viewed.

This dissertation has the following objectives:
1. To investigate if working night shifts impacts upon frontline police officers.
2. To explore the impacts of working night shifts upon frontline police officers
3. To identify ways to improve the wellbeing of frontline police officers working night shifts

2.2 Arguments
Working night shifts can impact police officers. Ma et al (2015) supports this by referring to a study that showed officers working night shifts reported a higher number of work-related stresses, compared to colleagues working day shifts.  Opielka & Staller (2024) argues however, that shift work provides a greater opportunity to complete their work, compared to officers on day shifts. Whilst this argument is made that officers may have more time to their disposal on a night shift, consideration needs to be given to the fact that a frontline police officer is public facing. In many cases it can not be deemed feasible or necessary to visit members of the public during all hours of the night to try and progress investigations. An argument could be made this would cause more complaints, than resolutions if the matters they are reporting are not deemed urgent or put them at immediate risk.
Hassmen & Burgess (2024) studied the effect of shift work on causing burnout and stress due to the work that police officers undertake and the workloads they have. The argument is made that whilst police officers have reported stress and burnout, night shift workers did not report significant differences in relation to stress and burnout than those working day shifts. This points towards the role itself being strenuous and exhausting, regardless of the shift itself being worked.
There are various studies in relation to shift work and the effects of night shifts on police officers. Whilst some arguments shared above make points around more time available on night shifts, one thing in common is the difficulty of the role. To understand impacts on frontline police officers in greater detail, I have undertaken further research to see if night shift working has stand out effects.

2.3 To investigate if working night shifts impacts upon frontline police officers.
2.4 To explore the impacts of working night shifts upon frontline police officers.
There is various research available that supports night shift work impacting frontline police officers, and it is important to understand this in more detail. Research available indicates that there are multiple impacts that include physical health and mental wellbeing, along with risk to safety and performance.
Shockey et al (2022) argues that shift work can have various impacts on police officers. These include poor sleep quality, job related injuries and stress and depression. Shepard (2011) focuses on the effect of sleep disorder and disturbance on frontline officers working night shifts. The argument is made that complications could arise sooner because of working night shifts, which could lead to a shorter life span or impact their quality of life. This points to lack of quality sleep effecting physical and mental health.

Reviewing different shift patterns
Garde, et al. (2020) explores the effect of night shifts on police officers sleep quality, along with how working patterns can best be utilised. The point is made that nightshift work can caused disturbed and reduced sleep. It is also pointed out that poor sleep quality can be associated with cardiovascular disease and diabetes. The argument is also made that changing the amount of night shifts worked, did not have a positive impact on sleeping patterns, based on undertaken research. This points to shift variation with night shifts being worked in different patterns, not having a dramatic effect on police officers.
Police officers work a variety of shift patterns depending on what departments they work in or what the local agreement for their force is. Looking at how night shifts fall within police officers working patterns can help determine the best method of introducing night shifts.
Jenson, et al. (2020) reviewed the urinary 6-sulfatoxymelatonin levels of officers after working 2, 4 and 7 consecutive night shifts, by taking urine samples. The reason for focusing on this was due to being able to assess overall melatonin which regulates sleep-wake cycles, due to night shifts suppressing this. The results found no significant difference in concentration between the various working cycles supporting the point that working different amount of night shifts, does not necessarily benefit recovery.
Taylor, Merat & Jamson (2019) specifically focused on forward rotating shift patterns and looked at how fatigue and cognitive performance effected police officers during working these. They argue that sleep duration significantly reduced during night shifts by approximately 2 hours on average compared to other day and afternoon shifts. The point is made that this shift pattern is one followed by many UK police forces (2 x day, 2 x afternoon, 2 x night shifts) and that this pattern does not adversely affect alertness for police officers working this shift.
Based on the literature available and research conducted, there does not appear to be a ‘best’ rotation of night shifts to minimise the effect of them. It is also key to note that shift patterns may be set up for a multitude of reasons and police officers may not have the opportunity to explore various patterns, due to operational needs of the force they work within.
The point was also made that during night shifts police officers drive immediately after finishing and are likely to be more sleep deprived then is recommended.

Understanding the risk associated with driving home after working a night shift.
Whilst focusing on the impact night shifts can have on police officers, it is important to acknowledge that police officers commute from work after completing shifts. It is key to understand if this journey can be impacted due to tiredness or fatigue.
Studies were completed on driving simulators, comparing fatigued officers who had completed shifts to officers that were well rested. Lane deviation and braking latency were recorded during the simulator.  James, et al. (2015) found that police officers who were fatigued after completing shiftwork, had their performance severely impacted. This supports the point that police officers driving home tired could impact their safety. It is key to note this was a simulation and whilst its aim was to mirror real life, this does not provide findings for real life scenarios.
To understand if this is a real-life effect on police officers after completing night shifts, the question must be put to police officers. Taylor (2023) surveyed 523 police officers and staff in the Yorkshire and Humber region. Results found that over 86% of respondents felt tired travelling to or from work. Over half of the respondents reported a near miss incident including a kerb strike, lane deviation or almost being involved in a collision with nearly all these near misses occurring during their travel home from work. 60% of the respondents that had reported near misses whilst travelling home from work were travelling directly after completing a night shift.  This supports the argument that driving home from work after a night shift can have a greater impact on safety than during a different shift.
Based on the research undertaken, considerations to officers’ safety when driving home after night shifts needs to be acknowledged by police forces.

Exploring the effect night shift work can have on mental health.
Mental health is often discussed within the police force due to the type of role police officers undertake. Taking into consideration the varied shifts police officers work and the tiredness they can feel it is interesting to review any studies that focus on the impact shiftwork can have on police officers’ mental health. Peterson, et al. (2019) conducted studies on the burnout of police officers, focusing on whether sleep duration or being tired were directly associated with burnout in police officers. Burnout was categorised into three categories due to chronic exposure to occupational stressors in the job. These categories consist of emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and a perceived lack of personal accomplishment. The results of this found that nearly half of medical retirements within the police in the UK, is due to psychological ill health.
The point is made that police officers working longer shifts and experiencing less sleep were at overall risk of burnout.

Reviewing cardiovascular health risks associated with night shift work.
Studies have previously been undertaken to understand whether working night shifts for police officers can directly link to a heightened risk of cardiovascular disease. Tseng et al. (2024) studied Taiwanese police officers to understand if night shift work effected sleep quality and cardiovascular function. The argument is made that poor sleep health during night shifts can increase the risk of cardiovascular disease and metabolic disorders in the future. Limitations are pointed out within the study, mainly the limited study time used to form a theory. Further elongated research to understand the impact of night shift work on cardiovascular health could be beneficial, as pointed out.
Rugulies (2024) supports the point that shift worker are at an increased risk of cardiovascular disease. The argument is made that for those that have worked shifts for five years, they increase the risk of cardiovascular disease by 7% for each additional five-year periods worked. This supports the point that night shift can affect cardiovascular health whilst raising the point that remaining on shift work for prolonged periods can increase that risk.
A police officers health is not something that should be taken likely and research indicates that prolonged shift work could impact officers’ health in the long term.

Understanding if quality is impacted during night shift work.
A lot of focus is put on the physical and mental impact that working night shifts can have on police officers. It is imperative to remember that frontline police officers are public facing and required to provide an efficient and quality-based service, for those they serve. It is therefore important to understand whether the quality of police officers work can be affected by working night shifts. Forensic Magazine (2018) makes the point that night shift work can cause fatigue and tiredness in police offices and directly impact their ability to engage with the public and de-escalate conflict during night shifts. Complaints against police officers were reviewed and studies found that nearly 70% of complaints against police officers were reported on a night shift whilst nearly 60% of complaints were reported when an officer was working consecutive night shifts. This supports the point that officers that are worn out and tired are more likely to negatively impact the public they manage. The point is made that whilst the number of complaints studied (less than 40) was low, there was a clear pattern indicating the handling of the public during nighttime shift work.
Further research could be beneficial to understand if there is a clear link between the quality output of officers, depending on the type of shift they are working. Due to the varied calls they attend this could be difficult to track.

2.5 To identify ways to improve the wellbeing of frontline police officers working night shifts.
Whilst understanding the impact of night shift work on frontline police officers is key, focus must be put on how recovery can be aided in other ways whether on or off shift. 
The benefits of ‘napping’ in the job
Fatigue and tiredness are a common theme with night shift workers. Other emergency services such as the fire service and hospitals provide on-call rooms or safe spaces for colleagues to rest when they are not actively dealing with something. It is key to note that shift times may differ to the role of a police officer, but this is not something that is practiced currently with frontline police officers. The Police Federation (2025) argues that napping on shift could be an important countermeasure for fatigue. The point is made that short or long naps can help increase alertness and it is suggested that forces should consider an official napping at work policy.

The positives of exercising before work 
Due to the nature of the role police officers are required to have a basic level of fitness. Scahfer, et al (2020) supports points made above regarding the risk of metabolic and cardiovascular disease from working night shifts. Research was conducted to see if timed aerobic exercise prior to starting a night shift can help reduce risks associated with shift working. Results found that High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT) within two hours prior to starting a night shift helped improve individuals exercise capacity and reduced stiffness, which are both strong predictors of mortality and cardiovascular morbidity. This makes the point that exercise before starting a night shift can be beneficial. 

Focusing on healthy eating and sleep
Focusing on eating and staying hydrated and having a solid structure and environment to get enough sleep is imperative. The Police Federation (2025) makes the point that planning meals and lifestyle habits are crucial to promoting health. Key benefits of the right nutrition can include improved cognitive and physical performance along with enhanced mood. Hydration is discussed and special mention is made towards caffeinated drinks such as tea and coffee, to prevent trouble sleeping.
To enhance performance suggestions are provided to plan healthy food well ahead and follow a meal pattern whilst working night shifts. Focus is also put on short exercise before bed or exposure to daylight to help re-engage an individual’s circadian rhythm after a night shift. With many people using mobile phones focus is also put on reducing screen exposure of things such as mobiles and laptops before bed.
Whilst night shifts can be difficult for police officers to adapt to the areas discussed above provide suggestions and improvements to help with managing night shift work. By officers taking care of their physical health and sleep, current literature points to the benefits being potentially life enhancing.

2.6 Gaps in research
Based on the research available that I have viewed, the results indicate that the amount of night shifts worked or the variant in frequency worked, does not have a dramatically obvious positive effect on minimising the impact of working night shifts. Whilst there is a common understanding that night shift work is a must as a front-line police officer, I note gaps in asking the officers themselves how they feel night shift work can best be incorporated to support their lives and health.
Whilst various studies and literature available focused on officers being fatigued and there being an impact on the quality of their work, focusing on quality of work completed on night shift requires further specific focus.
Further research would be beneficial to understand not only the impacts but how many officers feel they have the opportunity in work to improve their wellbeing. 

2.7 Conclusion
The current literature available indicates that there are various impacts associated with frontline police officers working night shifts, ranging from physical and mental impacts. There does not appear to be an obvious chosen shift pattern to benefit the most from working night shifts, however research does not appear to clearly capture what shift patterns police officers feel best suit them. There are various effective management skills that can be used and important to be considered when understanding the impacts of night shifts, and it is important that officers are supported to do so.
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