Chapter 2 - Literature Review.

2.0 Introduction
This chapter will review literature that is relevant and academically valued surrounding the topic of the role of physical exercise in enhancing operational policing performance and wellbeing. 
The general importance of exercise is highlighted by the US CDC (Centres for Disease Control) stating that around 110,000 deaths a year in the US alone could be prevented if people did not miss out on physical activity (Nice, et al., 2025). Furthermore, different peer-reviewed studies such as the ones by Lauersen et al. (2014) connect structured exercise, especially strength and cardiovascular training, to improved performance and injury prevention on duty (Lauersen, et al. 2014). This review aims to synthesise research into; assessing the impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing (Aim 1), the effectiveness of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing among police officers (Aim 2), explore organizational policies and cultural attitudes toward physical fitness in policing (Aim 3), finally what evidence-based recommendations emerge for integrating exercise into policing strategies.

2.1 Impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing.
Regular exercise allows major policing tasks to be vastly improved. For example, (Rossomanno, et al., 2012) determined that cardiovascular conditioning (running and endurance training) helps in improving performance in foot pursuits and overall stamina, while strength training helps in improving an officer’s ability to subdue and restrain suspects (Rossomanno, et al., 2012). As per (Nice, et al., 2025) it is argued by experts in tactical fitness that formal “tactical strength and conditioning” programs are “critical for maximizing officer job readiness and safety” (Nice, et al., 2025). In essence, this means that officers with higher fitness levels can sustain high-intensity pursuits and demanding physical tasks for longer.
In addition to this, exercise also significantly decreases the risk of injury to officers whilst on duty. Research by Lauersen et al. (2014) identified that well-designed strength programs tend to decrease sports injury rates by roughly one-third due to improved endurance and strength (Lauersen, et al., 2014). This is corroborated by Jung-Min & Tea-il (2016) whereby in their study it shows that stamina training improves performance related to pursuits and intense physical work demands in policing (Jung-min & Tea-il, 2016). This affects policing directly and the IACP’s injury study reports that officers who engaged in regular fitness training have a reduced rate of severe (OSHA-reportable) injuries which resulted in lower injury costs, whereas overweight officers suffered more and more significant long term injuries impacting their ability to work (The IACP, 2024). Therefore, physical training helps increase resilience allowing those who partake not only to become stronger but more injury-resistant on the job.
Furthermore, Jia et al. (2025) studied police recruits and found out that higher fitness levels at the graduation stage resulted in better performance when operational and lower risk of injury (Jia, 2025). Fitter recruits, for example, scored higher on communication and use-of-force scenarios, and an 11% decrease in injury risk was achieved by each point increase in fitness score (Jia, 2025). This means that better-conditioned officers can complete tasks (like foot chases and defensive tactics) more quickly and in a safer manner.
As well as this, physical fitness is also seen to improve cognitive performance when under pressure. It is shown by research that regular exercise undoubtedly improves concentration and decision-making (DR Jared, 2025). DR Jared (2025) reports that as per a Harvard Business Review, cognitive function is directly related to having a physical routine. Similarly, it is reported by NSCA (2025) that physical strength and conditioning helps in decreasing mental stress and cognitive issues while improving cognitive performance, such as decision-making under stress (NSCA, 2025). For example, strength training is identified to “improve cognitive performance” and “enhance aerobic resilience” (NSCA, 2025). In policing, these improvements greatly help officers in maintaining clarity and composure when they are in high-stress incidents. Together, it is suggested by the evidence that a physical training plan not only boosts performance for physical requirements of operational policing such as pursuit and restraint but also supports faster and more accurate decision-making when under pressure.

2.2 Role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing amongst officers.
Exercise is positively related to mental health, and this is quite important because in the UK, around 17,752 officers were signed off mainly because of issues related to mental health, representing a 22% increase from 2024 (Hanspal, 2025). Meeting basic activity guidelines such as, 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week, helps in decreasing the risk of anxiety and depression to a significant extent (Nice, et al., 2025). Team sports and group workouts offer an extra benefit as they build social support, which in turn helps in decreasing stress. For example, programs of police sports UK have indicated that participants tend to experience less anxiety and improved mood after regular team exercise (Hanspal, 2025). This is critical in policing, where daily exposure to traumatic incidents is normal. According to Ugwu & Ibemuedia (2025), police officers have high rates of burnout and PTSD (Ugwu & Idemudia, 2025), which is why activities that reduce stress and improves resilience is critical for promoting mental health initiatives.
Research also highlights that stress is handled better by physically active officers. For example, it is outlined by Oliver et al. (2023) that officers with moderate-to-high levels of exercise indicated significantly lower job stress and better overall well-being compared to less active colleagues (Oliver, et al., 2023). From a sample of 852 British officers, it was determined that physically active officers reported positive psychological well-being and lower stress levels as compared to those who did not participate in physical activities (Oliver, et al., 2023). Those who exercised regularly had fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression. Sanchez et al. (2025) highlights how intrinsic motivation plays a role too. This is because officers who choose to exercise versus feeling forced to exercise, tend to stick with training programs and receive greater benefits related to mental health (Sanchez, et al., 2025). Feng et al. (2025) further explains that officers often mention stress relief as a main motivator for exercise (Feng, et al., 2025). Workouts are often used by officers to improve sleep, and cope with trauma from operational incidents. For example, UK police officers involved in sports teams reported that the training helped them in recovering from burnout and regaining a sense of pride (Hanspal, 2025).
In comparison, officers who do not have structured fitness programs tend to experience poorer outcomes (Oliver, et al., 2023). Hanspal (2025) reports that 79% of UK officers confirmed work-related symptoms for mental health (Hanspal, 2025). Without exercise as an outlet, chronic stress can accumulate. Craddock & Telesco (2022) note that “long-term exposure to critical incidents and traumatic events” tends to negatively influence both officers physical and mental well-being (Craddock & Telesco, 2022). Thus, integrating regular exercise appears to be a practical strategy to promote psychological wellbeing amongst officers.

2.3 Exploring organizational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness in policing.
Cultural attitudes and organizational policies towards physical fitness in policing vary significantly. Annual fitness tests are required by some departments or training sessions during work hours, whereas others have no formal standards (Lockie, et al., 2022). For example, it is stated by the UK Police Federation (PFEW) that officers need to be “sufficiently fit and healthy” for duty (Police Federation, 2025), and advocates for different role-specific tests (e.g. timed shuttle runs). In the UK, JRFT (Job Related Fitness Test) are used, and it needs to be passed by applicants trying to join the police. Serving officers in frontline roles need to pass it once every year (Kent Police, 2025). Similarly, for mental health, annual psychological assessments are carried out. 
However, one major criticism is that instead of annual assessments, there should be quarterly ones so that the health of police officers can be better evaluated and improved (Lauersen, et al., 2014). An international survey of police fitness tests identified that most of them focus on endurance, strength and agility (Zhang, et al., 2025), whether through general fitness circuits or courses of job-simulated obstacles. Enforcement of a physical exercise routine is not consistent because some forces assess fitness thoroughly, while others only suggest occasional exercise.
In recent years more wellness initiatives have emerged. Many agencies now provide voluntary fitness programs and peer-led workouts, or even on-site gyms (MOD, 2025). In the U.S., for example, the IACP (International Association of Chiefs of Police) has a dedicated Officer Safety & Wellness center that promotes fitness and mental health (The IACP, 2024). Mandatory fitness programs are urged by the One Police1 “Blueprint” report, it highlights that departments that required training saw much lower rates of injury (The IACP, 2024). Even though this report urges fitness programs, there is still a lack of a mandatory training program in the UK (College of Policing, 2023).
There are substantial barriers to the participation of officers and some of the main obstacles include lack of time and high workload. For example, surveys of police leadership indicate 75–80% of chiefs say that regular exercise is prevented by different time constraints, such as, long shifts, overtime and staffing shortages (Rossomanno, et al., 2012). Orr et al. (2025) states that shift work itself “decreases motivation to exercise” and disrupts sleep and diet. Other barriers that have been identified are increasing obesity and long-term COVID-19 effects (Orr, et al., 2025). Feng et al. (2025) stated that carrying heavy-duty gear and responding to unpredictable incidents also leave officers exhausted after shifts, this therefore decreases energy for workouts (Feng, et al., 2025). Organizational culture contributes as well as fitness is viewed by some officers as a personal matter, not an organizational priority. Wagner et al. (2023) reports that 99.5% of police chiefs agree how being a healthy weight is important, but many still blame “officer unwillingness” or laziness as the main barrier (Wagner, et al., 2023). This attitude can create a stigma that if leadership treats fitness as optional, some officers will not prioritize it either.
Leadership and cultural attitudes are critical as well. Research shows that the “lack of support from colleagues and the organization” serves as a major stressor for an officer (Purba & Demou, 2019). Strong leadership commitment to fitness is needed. It is emphasized by Cohen et al. (2019) that turning around police wellness needs a clear and directed vision from the top (Cohen, et al., 2019). Successful agencies often combine fitness testing with supportive follow-up options, such as, officers who fail standards tests are given personalized training plans instead of punishment. Fitness milestones are also included in performance reviews by leaders. Drain & Reilly (2019) determine that this is similar to the concept of Physical Employment Standards (PES) that is used in military and fire services, where ongoing fitness requirements are integrated into job contracts by leadership (Drain & Reilly, 2019).
For encouraging a fitness-friendly culture, stigma also needs to be dealt with by departments. It is noted by Craddock & Telesco (2022) that officers may avoid utilizing wellness resources if they fear negative career consequences (Craddock & Telesco, 2022). Building trust is very important and the IACP advises to involve officers in the design of programs, so they take ownership (Police Chief Magazine, 2025). For example, some agencies form wellness committees of retired police officers and trainers to help shape fitness programs. Others integrate fitness goals into department metrics, departments can then compete with who can improve the most. 
As well as fitness, departments are now launching different wellness programs, which indicates a positive shift in cultural attitudes. These include sport events, nutrition education and peer-support counseling. For example, TeamPolice UK is runs community sports events for officers and argues that exercise is a “public health tool” that helps in decreasing anxiety/depression (Hanspal, 2025). Research already supports this as officers who engage in regular exercise tend to show higher resilience to traumatic experiences. These ideas have been integrated by some forces by combining physical training with mental health check-ups. Oliver et al. (2023) confirms that combining fitness with counseling and cognitive-behavioral strategies can be helpful in decreasing officer stress (Oliver, et al., 2023).

2.4 Evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
Based on these findings, these are some evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies:
Adopt evidence-based fitness standards. Forces should set clear and relevant benchmarks, such as timed runs and strength tests. It is shown by reviews that integrating such standards is related to sustaining fewer injuries on duty (Lauersen, et al., 2014).  This is one reason why making validated tests essential can help in improving officer wellbeing and performance. In addition, fitness testing should be based on roles, for example, firearms vs. office duties will have different standards. These should be introduced in recruitment and regularly checked during an officer’s career.
Endorse on-duty training. Exercise should be part of the workday, not just when off duty. Departments can allocate 1–2 hours per shift for physical exercise. Policy documents and injury reports recommend mandatory fitness programs, officers who train on-duty are healthier and less often injured (Zhang, et al., 2025). Some practical examples include basic physical exercise such as walking, progressing into field training exercises, and even scheduling daily workouts for each shift. Offering incentives such as paid gym time or fitness bonuses for meeting standards can further improve compliance.
Implement ability-based programming. Training needs to accommodate different fitness levels. Orr et al. (2025) support ability-based training (ABT), where workouts are personalized to each officer’s capability (Orr, et al., 2025). This is practical to accommodate a wide variety of fitness levels as trainers can use Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scales or offer multiple intensity options for each exercise. This ensures that officers progress without overtraining. Younger or highly fit officers can train at a higher intensity, while others build up safely. Injury risk is reduced by ABT while improving confidence in partaking in exercise, as every officer sees manageable, sustainable progress.
Leadership engagement and culture change. It is important for senior leaders to promote fitness and lead by example. Cohen et al (2019) states establishing a wellness vision led from the top whereby senior leadership can take part in workouts and mentor colleagues, and even support peers who are seeking help (Cohen, et al., 2019). Leaders could be trained in recognizing stress and promoting healthy behaviors, for example sharing healthy meals with colleagues or discussing current workouts. Creating “fitness champions” among officers creates peer leaders and over time, connecting promotions or awards to wellness achievements shows that the organization values officer health.
Integrate health education. Exercise programs could be combined with nutrition, sleep and stress-management training. Research shows officers who eat well, and exercise have higher energy and alertness (DR Jared, 2025). Departments can provide workshops on balanced diet and recovery, even simple initiatives like sending out healthy meal plans via internal communications. Training in mindfulness or breathing techniques can be helpful in supporting physical exercise particularly for those who don’t enjoy physical exercise naturally. This holistic approach helps officers in seeing fitness not as an isolated task, but as part of a healthy lifestyle that supports all areas of their lives including longevity in the job.
Promote team sports and peer support. Companionship and teamwork can be promoted through group activities. For example, create fitness clubs and intradepartmental sports teams such as football, hockey, squash etc, teams. A survey by TeamPolice found that these activities help in improving morale and decreasing stress (Hanspal, 2025). This also builds a bigger social network for officers within the job, therefore expanding their options to utilize peer support.
Monitor programs and incentivize participation. It is important to continuously evaluate fitness initiatives such as having quarterly reviews. There should be a use of surveys, fitness test data and injury records for measuring success. Routine program assessment and feedback loops are recommended by the IACP (The IACP, 2024). Regular assessments and satisfaction surveys help in keeping programs relevant. Finally, simple incentives such as certifications or small rewards can help in motivating officers to maintain their participation. 

2.5 Conclusion 
The literature review reveals that physical fitness is an important aspect in enhancing operational policing performance and wellbeing. It is consistently shown by research that structured exercise including strength and cardiovascular training, among others, help in improving the ability of officers to sustain different high-intensity tasks. This includes pursuits as well as other tasks that are physically and emotionally demanding in a safe manner while decreasing the risk of injury (Rossomanno et al., 2012; Lauersen et al., 2014; Jia, 2025). Additionally, cognitive performance and decision-making are enhanced by regular exercise training. It is shown officers respond in a more efficient manner in different high-pressure situations (DR Jared, 2025; NSCA, 2025). 
Physical fitness is just as important for psychological wellbeing. It is confirmed by different studies that when officers are physically active, it results in lower feelings of stress and depression. Team-based activities offer social support that help in dealing with trauma (Oliver et al., 2023; Hanspal, 2025; Sanchez et al., 2025). On the other hand, when there is a lack of structured fitness programs and inactivity, both mental health issues and burnout are greatly increased (Craddock & Telesco, 2022).
A a critical role is played by different organizational policies and cultural attitudes in influencing fitness engagement. It is suggested that mandatory and role-specific standards for fitness, together with supportive engagement from peers, help in improving participation (Cohen et al., 2019; Drain & Reilly, 2019; Wagner et al., 2023). Different barriers like workload and shift work still exist and they limit participation. Thus, they highlight the need for approaches that integrate and include fitness into daily routines of police officers.
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