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What impact can the challenges of operational policing have on individual and group wellbeing and Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? 


Throughout this essay will illustrate what impact the challenges of operational policing have on an individual and a groups wellbeing, and why it is important to manage mental wellbeing. The challenges in operational policing present a multitude of problems for both individual and group well-being. Well-being can be described as ‘’a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community’’. (WHO). As police officers carry out the complexities of their duties, they are faced with a range of stress factors that can significantly affect their mental health, personal relationships, and the overall quality of life. 

Operational policing encompasses a wide range of activities, including crime prevention, law enforcement, community engagement and within a number of constabularies, working towards a professional policing degree. Each of these areas are filled with challenges that can lead to heightened levels of stress and anxiety among officers. For instance, the unpredictability in the nature of crimes that officers respond to, coupled with the potential for violent confrontations that happen frequently in operational policing. This element of the job highlights the constant state of vigilance an officer must adopt to work safely and effectively. Vigilance can be described as ‘’Someone who is vigilant gives careful attention to a particular problem or situation and concentrates on noticing any danger or trouble that there might be’’. (Collins). Another key stress factor is the scrutiny of public perception and the way the media can portray things. As officers serve the public it is very important that this relationship maintained at all times. In recent years there have been many high-profile cases of gross misconduct that portray the police as corrupt. This not only causes stress throughout the entire force, and its ranks, but more so operational units that have to engage with the public on a daily basis. This leads to heightened exposure to abuse and threats from the public, which can have a detrimental effect on well-being in officers who have served an extensive amount of time and even more so on new recruits just starting. 

The psychological toll of operational policing is profound. ’’More than 14,500 UK police officers were signed off work over the past year due to stress, depression, anxiety or PTSD’’. (Greater Manchester). Officers frequently encounter traumatic events, which can lead to conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression and anxiety. PTSD can be described as ‘’ an anxiety disorder in which traumatic or life-threatening events cause disturbing memories to recur as well as intense states of hypervigilance’’. (“The Job the Life - Police Care UK”). Research has indicated that the presence of PTSD among police officers is significantly higher than that of the general population. ‘’Close to one in five police officers and staff in the UK have symptoms consistent with either post-traumatic stress disorder or what’s known as “complex PTSD” – yet two thirds of those suffering are unaware’’. (“The Job the Life - Police Care UK”). 

Policing is simply not just turning up, arresting people then going home. It is a complex web of activities, skills and commitments. The working hours of a police officer is approximately 40 hours per week but due to the nature of the job itself and the commitment officers make during attestation officers must remain prepared at all times that they may have to work past the scheduled shift hours to complete important tasks and attend emergencies. Every force in the UK have different policies in place and officers can have varying schedules depending on their role, rank and specialities they may have. New recruits who may be of a younger age may not have the same level of work experience as an older recruits may have had. The jump from working a less stressful job with working hours that are constantly adhered to, to then be put into high stress situations and then being asked or obliged to work past the scheduled hours can have an immediate adverse effect on individuals. The workload and tiredness combined can see organisation within one’s workload also decrease which then has an effect on the team as they can be asked to assist to help. Although most individuals do help one another it does not negate the fact that their workload also increases due to helping another. Unfortunately, if this isn’t monitored correctly by the line managers then the whole team’s well-being can be compromised. In 2023 National Policing Wellbeing Survey was conducted by independent researchers from Durham University. The results found that ‘’fatigue was high, symptoms of anxiety were moderately high, and symptoms of depression were moderate’’. (Oscar Kilo). However, life and job satisfaction were both found to be moderately high, and the intention to quit was moderate. 

Looking at group well-being, the challenges faced by individual officers can also be shared with the teams they operate in and as an organisation. High levels of stress can lead to officers becoming burnt out resulting in decreased job performance. The National Well-being survey in 2023 found ‘’A staggering 69 per cent of police officers reported high levels of fatigue, with 28.9 per cent experiencing very high fatigue’’. (Police Federation). A decreased level in job performance due to fatigue would have a very negative affect within the community an officer and their team serve. If the job of policing is conducted at a reduced level it may create a culture of mistrust and disengagement within the communities. If the effectiveness of an officer and or team are affected it can also lead to a decline in public safety. As public safety is one of the most important factors of any policing organisation, if this is affected, it can create fear and anxiety among the communities. Consequently, the relationships that take significant amounts of time to develop can become strained and even lost completely. Police officers are often the first responders to traumatic events, and their emotional well-being can directly impact their interactions with the public. If officers are struggling with mental health issues, they can become more withdrawn, irritable, or aggressive. Officers who prioritize their mental well-being are more likely to engage with the public in a compassionate, empathetic and professional manner. Recent research conducted by Oscar Kilo, the National Police Wellbeing Service revealed ‘’despite a high level of professional commitment, police officers are facing significant challenges such as work-related violence, verbal threats, and exposure to traumatic incidents’’. (Police Federation). 

Operation uplift was introduced in September 2019 by the prime minister with the commitment to recruit an addition 20,000 police officers in England and Wales by March 2023. ‘’Provisional figures show an additional 21,139 police officers have been recruited in England and Wales between April 2020 and 31 March 2023. Of these, 20,951 were recruited from funding for the Police Uplift Programme’’. (College of Policing). These encouraging figures show that many of the population are still interested in joining the police force, despite all the negative elements that are portrayed through the news, public and even other police officers. 

Managing mental well-being can improve officer retention and reduce turnover rates. The stigma around mental illness has been present for a number of years now, however the attitude and understanding of this is improving all the time. ‘’In many ways, mental health is just like physical health: everybody has it and we need to take care of it’’. (Mind). If there is a lack of support, officers can be left to feel isolated. This can ultimately cause them to leave the professional. This then effecting the numbers within their respected station and on a wider scale, effect the recruitment operations in place that dedicate taxpayers’ money to fund. Research also reveals there remains a “lack of understanding” as to specific reasons for officer resignations, especially in the early years of their careers, and found in a majority of cases reasons given for leaving were recorded as ‘’Other or Unknown’’. (Police Federation).

To address the challenges associated with operational policing it is important that police forces implement comprehensive strategies focused on enhancing the well-being of officers and other police staff members. Not only do operational officers have to deal with traumatic events face to face, but call handlers are exposed to the initial report of an incident that may trigger forms of PTSD or create new emotional stress that many need to be addressed by mental health professionals. Higher ranking officers such as a force incident manager (FIM), requires intense training to require them to review calls and make decisions on how they are graded and what resources need to be put where. This can be from the most minor of calls with low threat level to the most complex threat level emergencies. The pressure and stress on all levels of staff to make the right choice to protect victims and the public is profound. Police forces have many tools to combat stress, PTSD to maintain well-being. These range from talking with specialist mental health officers who are intensely trained to help others. Trauma risk management (TRIM) referrals are an effective tool used by many forces. The following is a basic description of the criteria for a TRIM, ‘’An incident requiring TRiM is any incident with a set of circumstances that may produce a high-level emotional response during, immediately post-incident or sometime after the incident’’. (West Midlands police). The TRIM process is confidential which helps officers make the decision to attend appointments and talk about their experiences. This furthermore quashing the stigma surrounding mental health and well-being. Forces also use the ESTIP model (Emergency Services Trauma Intervention Programme), which was developed and delivered by Oscar Kilo, the National Police Well-being service. The model uses four phases which can help officers process trauma and provides early intervention. Early intervention can help to protect the psychological health and well-being of officers and staff. The four steps consist of, Phase 1 – Demobilising, Phase 2 – Defusing, Phase 3 – Emergency services trauma intervention meeting (ESTIM), Phase 4 – Monitor and refer. (National police well-being service). The model was launched in April 2021. However, statistics show ‘’14,500 officers were signed off work over the financial year 2023-24 due to stress, depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 9 per cent up on last year’s 13,294 officers’’. (in). The increase is a concerning matter, but the ESTIP model does have to be sought out by forces who are interested in incorporating it within their workplace by ‘’contacting the National Police Wellbeing Service (NPWS) to register their interest. Training in ESTIP is provided free of charge by the NPWS. However, the model also requires a dedicated coordinator’’. (National police well-being service). It may be the case that the forces where stats are higher, don’t have the resources available to implement it.
In conclusion, the challenges of operational policing have significant implications for both individual and group well-being. The psychological impacts on officers caused by the elements mentioned throughout this essay highlight the necessity for proactive measures to address the issues of mental health and well-being. By prioritizing mental health support and adopting a culture of resilience, police forces can enhance the well-being of their employees, helping officer retention, teams and furthermore the communities they serve. 
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What lessons have been learned from recent high-profile critical and major incidents, and how have these translated into best practice for policing? 



Throughout this essay will examine recent high profile critical and major incidents, and how they have translated into best practice for policing. In recent years there have been numerous high-profile critical and major incidents in policing that have attracted the attention of the public and sparked widespread scrutiny. These incidents have since raised important questions about the effectiveness of current and past policing practices and the need for change within policing education and training. 

In order to understand the impact of recent high-profile critical and major incidents on policing, it is important to provide a little context. Policing has evolved significantly over the year, with changes in society, technology and the nature of crime shaping the way police forces operate. In the past, police forces were primarily reactive. Reactive policing can be described as ‘’the standard style of law enforcement in which authorities respond to calls of service and react to criminal incidents’’. (Writer). However, in recent decades, there has been a shift towards a more proactive approach to policing, with an emphasis on crime prevention and community engagement. Proactive policing can be described as ‘’Proactive policing is the newer concept of policing that enlists the practice of preventing crimes before they happen’’. (Writer).

A critical incident can be described as ‘’Any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community’’. (National Policing Improvement Agency). A major incident can be described as ‘’An event or situation with a range of serious consequences which requires special arrangements to be implemented by one or more emergency responder agency’’. (JESIP). The first critical incident I will discuss isn’t recent in respect to the time when the incident occurred, but the profile of the incident is very well known and used in police training to this date. The incident refers to Stephen Lawrence who was a black British 18-year-old from southeast London, who was murdered in a racially motivated attack while waiting for a bus in Well Hall Road, Eltham, on the evening of 22 April 1993. (Crime and Investigation). The case became a high-profile case due to its aftermath, which included changes of attitudes on racism and the police, and to the law and police practice. The Metropolitan police force was branded institutionally racist whilst going through inquests. Statistics at the time showed that black people were five times more likely than white people to be stopped and searched for drugs, weapons, or stolen goods. An enquiry called on the Home Office and police forces to develop initiatives to increase the number of ethnic minority officers. Targets were set ‘’on their "recruitment, progression and retention". In 1998, only 2% of officers in England and Wales were from a BAME background’’. (Shaw). However, latest figures show ‘’The proportion of white practitioners is highest for police officers of all the CJS organisations at 91.6%, despite a 1.4 pp decrease in white officers between 2019 and 2023. The proportion of police officers belonging to all other ethnic groups has increased from 6.9% to 8.4% between 2019 and 2023’’. (Ministry of Justice).

The Manchester bombings that took place on May 22nd, 2017, is another recent high-profile case that resulted in the death of 22 people, including children, and left over 800 people injured. (BBC). This incident not only highlighted the vulnerability of large gatherings to terrorist attacks but also brough to light important lessons that were learned in the aftermath. Terrorism has increasingly become a global threat, not just in the UK. Terrorism can be described as ‘’The calculated use of violence or threat of violence to inculcate fear. Terrorism is intended to coerce or intimidate governments or societies in the pursuit of goals that are generally political, religious, or ideological’’. This attack highlighted the need for increased vigilance and security measures to prevent further incidents from occurring in the future. During the incident all emergency responders and the public showed profound resilience and solidarity to try and deal with the incident at the time, this has been commended ever since and from that lessons have been learned to improve these attributes amongst others. Influential individuals who have contributed their knowledge and expertise include counterterrorism experts and policy makers. They have further developed strategies for preventing and responding to terrorist threats. With the study of this attack and other similar incidents, these experts identified vulnerabilities in security protocols and intelligence sharing systems. They also raised the concerns about the radicalisation of individuals and the need for improved prevention and intervention strategies to address the root cause of terrorism. ‘’In the year ending 31 March 2023, there were 6,817 referrals to Prevent, an increase of 6.4% compared to the previous year, and the third highest total of referrals since 2015’’. (Counter Terrorism Policing). Another strategy that has been further developed from this incident is ten second triage (TST). This is the ability for responders from all emergency services to collaborate and prioritise patients. ‘’10-Second Triage System is a groundbreaking approach to categorizing patients in Mass Casualty Incidents (MCI)’’. (“A New Era of Emergency Response: The Ten Second Triage System”). The TST tool has undergone extensive field testing with a wide range of responders and clinical skillsets and experience. Although TST is used to assess and manage the wounded at scene another tool or advice for those not injured but are open to a potential second attack or still caught up in the aftermath of the first terrorist attack. The government advice for those involved in such a situation is “Run, Hide, Tell. Run: run to a place of safety. Hide: it is better to hide than confront. Tell: tell the police by calling 999’’. (GOV.UK).

Another key lesson that has been learned from recent critical and major incidents in policing is the importance of de-escalation and conflict resolution techniques. In many cases, incidents of police violence could have been avoided if officers had better training on how to diffuse situations and interact with members of the community more empathetically and compassionately. Police forces have invested and have dedicated training during initial officer safety training (OST), and through officer’s careers when they must attend refresher courses. This part of training focuses on the importance of communication skills and how to slowly build relationships at scene with victims, offenders, and the public. The training aims to reduce the likelihood of violent confrontations and build positive relationships with the communities in which they serve. 

To further expand on the community, community policing initiatives will become an increasingly important part of victim/community care before and after critical or major incidents. Whenever an incident has the likelihood to escalate into a critical or major incident, it should be addressed promptly and efficiently. The reassurance and confidence of the victim, the family and the community are fundamental to critical incident management, as is rebuilding it if it has been lost. A three phased approach has been developed to help assist police. It is set out as Phase one – Preparation. Ensure staff are effectively trained and resources are available, and that the overall quality of the police response reflects a competent and accountable standard of incident management. Phase two – Management. How to identify critical incidents early, notify the most appropriate person, and that they are effectively managed. Phase 3 – Restoring best confidence. How confidence may be rebuilt through community engagement, resolution, or a public inquiry. (National Policing Improvement Agency). The use of Independent Advice Groups, or Community Cohesion Groups is also a key asset when building community relationships. In some cases, these groups can identify and advise on the best ways to access hard-to-reach or hard-to-hear community groups. Involving the community in the management of a critical incident can help to reduce the impact of any problems and provide a bridge between the police, the victim and the wider community. 

The use of technology has and will continue to transform policing practises. Advances in technology have provided forces with tools and resources to better prevent, investigate and respond to low and high threat incidents and assist in counterterrorism activity. Technologies such as surveillance cameras, social media monitoring and data analytics, Automatic number plate recognition (ANPR), Vehicle tracking devices which may be fitted to vehicles by manufacturers or the public. Some allow vehicles to be immobilised remotely. Many police vehicles and air support units have tracking equipment fitted. Smart Water, a clear liquid substance only visible under ultraviolet light which contains a unique code and is used to mark property/clothing. Roadside fingerprinting (project lantern). Facial recognition and Facial images national database (FIND) project. (College of Policing, Disrupting Criminality). The technology mentioned have become essential in identifying threats, tracking suspects and communicating with the public during major incidents. With better technology forces are able to work more efficiently and effectively in their efforts to keep communities safe. 

The introduction of bodycams is another development from policing that highlights an officer’s accountability with any incidents they attend. Bodycams are an effective tool to capture evidence and to document anything else that may be missed from an officer’s own observations. One very positive aspect since the introduction of bodycams is that the number of complaints against officers has dramatically dropped. ‘’New results from one of the largest randomised-controlled experiments in the history of criminal justice research, led by the University of Cambridge’s Institute of Criminology, show that the use by officers of body-worn cameras is associated with 93% reduction in citizen complaints against police’’. (University of Cambridge). The creation of the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) has also been a direct result in failings exposed in high profile cases, providing a mechanism for independent investigations into police misconduct.

One of the main challenges policing has faced for several years and are still trying to combat is lack of resources. Although operation uplift was implemented, and evidence has shown that the number of police officers and staff are rising as shown on the accredited official statistics 2023. (GOV.UK), there is still a lack of resources and the UK forces, as well as other emergency services not being fully funded. These factors can make it very difficult for the force to respond to critical and major incidents. By further investing in policing and other services, the burden on emergency services can be eased. 
In conclusion, recent critical and major incidents in policing have highlighted the need for comprehensive change within law enforcement. By learning from these incidents, identifying key lessons, and implementing change, Police forces can improve their relationships with the community, enhance officer training and accountability. Moving forward, it is essential that all forces work collectively to address any under lying issues that have contributed or may still contribute to violence, distrust in police, terror threats, inadequate training, or anything else that may have a negative effect on the effectiveness of policing. 
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