Literature Review – Dissertation 

The intersection of mental health and policing is an increasingly important area of study, particularly as both police officers and community members face significant mental health challenges. Understanding these issues is crucial for improving the well-being of officers and fostering positive relationships within the community. This literature review seeks to explore the barriers to seeking help related to mental health stigma in policing, highlighting the importance of addressing these challenges. It will also evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of existing research, identify gaps in the current understanding, and suggest areas for expansion. The focus will be on the reasons why officers may not seek help die to potential repercussions and the perception of showing weakness. 

 Numerous studies have documented the mental health challenges faced by police officers, including high levels of stress and burnout. Research indicates that stress and burnout significantly affect officers' job performance and overall well-being. Factors such as shift work, exposure to traumatic events, and organizational culture contribute to these mental health issues, leading to decreased job satisfaction and increased absenteeism. According to the ‘Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology’, officers often experience anxiety, depression, and PTSD due to the demanding nature of their work (Violanti, 2018). The Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology’ explores the ‘Biopsychosocial Model’ (B. Snook, 2025), developed by George Engel in 1977, offers a comprehensive framework for understanding mental health by integrating biological, psychological, and social dimensions (Physiopedia, 2025). This model is particularly relevant in policing, where office face unique challenges that can impact their well-being (D. Gutschmidt, 2020).  Biological stressors, such as exposure to traumatic incidents and irregular work hours, significantly affect officers’ health, leading to physical ailments and chronic stress. Psychologically, the high stress environment of policing is linked to increased risks of mental health disorders like anxiety, depression, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (L. Ugwu, 2024). 

The convergence of frequent exposure to traumatic events, violence, and human suffering engenders a deleterious impact on officers’ psychological equilibrium. Chronic stress, stemming from protracted work hours and exigent circumstances, often culminates in emotional exhaustion and burnout. Anxiety disorders are prevalent among officers due to the unpredictable nature of their duties and the omnipresent threat of danger. The cumulative effect of traumatic experiences, coupled with perceived deficits in social support, can precipitate depressive symptomatology. PTSD poses a significant risk, as recurrent exposure to critical incidents may triggers intrusive recollections and hyperarousal. The imperative for comprehensive mental health resources within policing can not be overstated (N. Oginska, 2021). 

These challenges can hinder officers’ performance and overall quality of life (E. Siegel, 2025). Social factors also play a crucial role in shaping officers well-being. The quality of relationships with colleagues and the community can either support or hinder mental health. Positive social support can protect against job-related stress, while negative interactions can exacerbate feelings of isolation. By adopting a holistic approach that considers these influences, targeted interventions can be created to promote the health and effectiveness of police officers, ultimately benefiting the communities they serve (Government Events, 2025). The National Police Wellbeing Survey conducted in 2023 by Durham University, provides valuable insights into the mental health landscape of police officers. Notably, the report reveals a significant decrease in symptoms of depression and anxiety, marking the lowest levels since the surveys inception in 2019. However, it also highlights a concerning prevalence of hindrance stressors that adversely affect organisational support and overall well-being. Andy Rhodes, Service Director for the National Police Wellbeing Service stated, “The issues of stress, anxiety, and trauma among our officers, exacerbated by challenging working conditions, are not individual concerns but directly impact the quality of service delivered to the public” (O. Kilo, 2023).

Organisational cultures within policing embodies the collective values, beliefs, and behavioural norms that permeates policing, thereby shaping officers conduct and operational methodologies (Managers, 2015). The organisational culture in policing profoundly affects officers’ attitudes toward seeking mental health support. In policing where a ‘tough’ or ‘invulnerable’ image is prized, officers may fear that admitting to mental health struggles will be seen as weakness, leading to ridicule or professional repercussions. This stigma can create a barrier, preventing officers from accessing needed resources. The impact on individuals can be severe. Officers who avoid seeking help may experience increased stress, burnout, and a decline in overall wellbeing. Untreated mental health issues can also contribute to problems such as substance abuse, strained relationship, and even suicidal thoughts. Furthermore, an officer’s ability to perform their duties effectively and ethically can be compromised if they are struggling with unaddressed mental health concerns. Ultimately, policing culture plays a critical role in either supporting or undermining the mental health of officers, with significant consequences for both the individual and the community they serve (C. Porter, 2024). 

Various psychological support programs have been established to address the stigma related to mental health. Research indicates that peer support initiatives and mental health training can significantly diminish stigma and promote help-seeking behaviours among officers (B. Milliard, 2020). ‘Mind’ is an organisation dedicated to reducing stigma and enhancing mental health among police officers. They provide training and resources that foster a supportive environment for discussing mental health issues. A significant finding from a 2019 survey revealed that 70% of police officers reported having personal experiences with mental health challenges. Furthermore, 24.7% of officers indicated they would seek support from their supervisors for mental health concerns, marking an increase from the 2015 survey, although this figure remains relatively low (Mind, 2019). Through initiatives such as workshops and peer support groups, ‘Mind’ encourages officers to seek help without fear of judgement, striving to cultivate a culture of openness within law enforcement (Mind, 2025).  

Stigma encompasses the negative attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions that society associates with specific characteristics, behaviours, or conditions. This phenomenon frequently results in discrimination and social exclusion. Within the realm of mental health, stigma serves as a formidable barrier, deterring individuals from seeking necessary assistance due to apprehensions regarding judgement or potential repercussions (E. Tomasulo, 2015). The stigma associated with mental health challenges significantly influences the help-seeking behaviours of police officers. Many officers harbour concerns regarding the potential adverse effects on their professional standing should they disclose their struggles (NCBI, 2020). Seeking assistance for mental health concerns may invoke apprehensions regarding an officer’s fitness for duty. This factor significantly contributes to why numerous police officers often resort to the avoidance or suppression of emotions, which are inherently natural responses to the stress and trauma associated with their profession (D. Grupe, 2023).

In a 2023 study by the National Council for Mental Health, a staggering 90% of police officers identified stigma as a significant impediment to seeking mental health support. Eric Weaver, a National Trainer in Mental Health First Aid, emphasises that “this pervasive stigma critically deters officers from pursuing essential treatment for challenges like PTSD. The reluctance to seek help often stems from a fear of being perceived as weak, thereby perpetuating a cycle of untreated mental health issues withing policing” (Mental Health First Aid, 2023).

The demanding nature of police work exposes officers to frequent trauma, stress, and emotional strain. Despite these challenges, a significant barrier prevents many from seeking mental health support: the pervasive stigma that equates vulnerability with weakness. This stigma, deeply ingrained in policing not only affects individual officers but also undermines the overall effectiveness and well-being of police departments. One of the primary reasons for this stigma is the traditional emphasis on toughness and self-reliance within policing (R. Lee, 2024). Officers are trained to handle high-pressure situations, maintain control, and project an image of authority. This culture often fosters the belief that seeking help is a sign of inadequacy, a failure to meet the expected standards of strength and resilience. As a result, officers may fear that acknowledging their struggles will lead to negative perceptions from their peers and superiors, potentially jeopardising their career advancement or assignments. The fear of being seen as weak is compounded by concerns about confidentiality and the potential for judgment within the department. Many officers worry that seeking mental health services will not remain private and that their struggles will become fodder for gossip or be used against them in evaluations (C. Newell, 2021). This lack of trust in the system further discourages officers from seeking help, creating a cycle of silence and suffering. The consequences of this silence can be severe, leading to increased rates of burnout, depression, and even suicide among police officers. The Police Federation’s research indicates that over 14,500 officers were signed off work die to work related stressors between 2023 and 2024 (Police Federation, 2024). 

Moreover, the stigma surrounding mental health in policing is often reinforced by the lack of open dialogue and support within the organisation. When mental health is not openly discussed or prioritized, officers may feel isolated and ashamed of their struggles. This can create a culture of silence, where officers are reluctant to share their experiences or seek help for fear of being ostracized To combat this, police departments need to actively promote a culture of support and understanding, where mental health is recognized as an essential component of overall well-being. Addressing the stigma around mental health in policing requires a multi-faceted approach (R Muir, 2019). First and foremost, there needs to be a shift in cultural attitudes, promoting the idea that seeking help is a sign of strength, not weakness. This can be achieved through education and training programs that emphasize the importance of mental health and provide officers with the tools to recognize and address their own struggles. Additionally, departments should ensure that mental health services are confidential, accessible, and free from any potential repercussions. Furthermore, leadership plays a critical role in breaking down the stigma surrounding mental health. When leaders openly discuss their own experiences with mental health or actively support officers who seek help, it sends a powerful message that vulnerability is acceptable, and that seeking support is encouraged (A. Aleksandrova, 2025). By fostering a culture of empathy and understanding, police departments can create an environment where officers feel safe and supported in addressing their mental health needs. Ultimately, the stigma that equates vulnerability with weakness in policing is a significant barrier to seeking mental health support. By challenging these perceptions and promoting a culture of openness and understanding, police departments can create a more supportive environment for their officers, ultimately improving their well-being and enhancing their ability to serve and protect the community (J. Cottam, 2024). 

Despite the existing research, several gaps remain in the literature. There is a lack of longitudinal studies evaluating the effectiveness of mental health training programs for officers and community-oriented mental health initiatives. Additionally, more research is needed to understand the long-term impacts of psychological support programs for police officers (NCBI, 2025). The 11-item Police Officer Stigma Scale (POSS), developed by Heather Stuart in 2019, was designed to assess the stigma surrounding mental health issues within the police. Preliminary psychometric properties of the scale indicate its reliability and validity in measuring attitudes and beliefs about mental health among police officers. This scale can help identify the extent of stigma faced by officers, which is crucial for developing effective interventions and support programmes to promote mental well-being in police departments (H. Stuart, 2019).

Research regarding the stigma within the police is notably sparse, potentially attributable to the absence of effective measurement instruments (D. Biedel, 2022). The POSS was developed to address this gap; however, its psychometric properties remain inadequately evaluated. A 2022 study published by frontiers in Public Health, employed a factor analysis with an orthogonal rotation of POSS, revealing two principal components that accounted for 73% of the overall variance. The first component suggests that a significant number of officers view colleagues with mental illness as untrustworthy, while the second component highlights a fear of disclosing mental health issues (Z. Burzee, 2022). Consequently, the results indicate that, although POSS is a reliable instrument, it would benefit from the inclusion of both components for a more nuanced understanding. With these two components in consideration, future research can be directed towards investigating the underlying reasons for stigma and ultimately migrating the maltreatment of police officers facing mental health challenges (C. Bowers, 2022). 

The imperative to address mental health within policing is underscored by the extant literature, which highlights the intrinsic stressors of police work and their potential sequalae on officers’ psychological well-being. However, a discernible lacuna exists in the comprehension of specific impediments that deter officers from seeking assistance when confronted with mental health challenges. While extant studies have elucidated the prevalence of mental health conditions among police officers, a paucity of research delves into the underlying rationales for officers’ reticence in seeking support. This reticence is frequently attributed to the pervasive stigma surrounding mental health within police culture, wherein demonstrations of vulnerability may be construed as indicative of weakness or incompetence. My research endeavours to elucidate the nature of this stigma and its ramifications on officers’ decisions to seek help (R. Segovia, 2019). 

A salient gap in the literature pertains to the paucity of empirical substantiation examining the perceived repercussions of seeking mental health support among police officers. Anecdotal accounts and qualitive enquiries intimate that officers harbour apprehensions regarding potential adverse consequences, such as preclusion from promotional opportunities, reassignment to less desirable roles, or even the imposition of disciplinary measures. Therefore, there is a compelling exigency for more rigorous investigation to quantify these perceptions and elucidate their influence on officers’ decisions to seek help. Furthermore, the literature frequently neglects to address the intersectionality of mental health stigma with other modalities of discrimination, such as gender, race, and sexual orientation, which may exacerbate the challenges encountered by marginalised officers (J. Violanti, 2017). 
Addressing these lacunae necessities a multi-faceted methodological approach encompassing both quantitative and qualitative research modalities. Future inquiries should endeavour to gauge the prevalence of metal health stigma within policing, delineate the specific determinants that contribute to this stigma, and evaluate the efficacy of interventions designed to mitigate stigma and foster help seeking behaviour. Given the current state of research, further investigation is critical to addressing the stigma surrounding help seeking among officers and to develop effective strategies for improvement. Furthermore, there is a need for more research that explores the perspectives of police leaders and policymakers, as their attitudes and policies play a crucial role in shaping the organisational culture surrounding mental health. By readdressing these lacunae in the literature, we can cultivate evidence based strategies to bolster the mental wellbeing of police officers and ensure they receive the requisite care and support to effectively serve their communities (L. Graham, 2021). 

This literature review underscores the importance of addressing mental health stigma in policing and the community. By recognizing the work of earlier researchers and identifying gaps in the literature, it becomes clear that further research is essential for developing effective interventions and promoting mental well-being within law enforcement and the communities they serve.
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