Assignment 2

Essay 1 

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

Word count: 2,153

Due to the intense nature of operational policing, there are many challenges that police officers face on daily basis which can have a negative impact on individual and group wellbeing, some of which may include verbal threats, work-related violence, and exposure to incidents of trauma (Oscar Kilo, 2023). Despite police officers’ empathy and dedication to their role, research has revealed that police officers’ mental health continues to decline, resulting in a high burn out rate as a result of shift work, heavy workloads, exposure to trauma and outside factors. Surprisingly, high levels of exhaustion had been reported by 69% of police personnel, with 28.9% reporting very high levels of fatigue (Oscar Kilo, 2023). Additionally, research in policing has shown a concerning pattern of low team morale, rising financial concerns, wage discontent amongst staff and the greatest degree of resignation proposals (Polfed, 2024).

An ongoing issue faced in operational policing which has a significant impact on individual and group wellbeing is staff retention, resulting in short staffing levels. According to Dearden (2023), in the year ending in March 2023, there were approximately 9,200 police officers who left the organisation, which was an increase of over 1,000 officers from the previous year. Whilst retirement was previously the dominant reason for police officers leaving their role, more and more police officers are now leaving their role over poor pay, working conditions and how they are treated (Dearden, 2023). Short staffing levels has been known to greatly impact on police officer’s mental wellbeing and stress levels as there is simply not enough officers to delegate tasks and minimise work overload. Police officers are expected to carry a high workload whilst also responding to emergency calls that come in on their tour of duty; Workload tasks may include collecting CCTV, visiting victims to get a statement from them or updating them of the progress of their case via phone calls. A survey undertaken by Staffordshire Police in 2023 found the workload for police officers in Staffordshire is growing, as crime rates rise and the number of police officers decline. It is evident that this does not only affect police officer’s wellbeing on an individual basis, but also hugely impacts on team morale (Staffordshire Police Federation, 2023). Based on the most recent data, in 2023 Staffordshire had a total of 90,207 crimes of all kinds. Statistics show that, with 1,980 officers in the county 2023, there would be 46 crimes per officer. This contrasts with data from 2010, which indicated that for every 2,161 officers in Staffordshire at the time, the force registered 71,070 offences, equivalent to 33 crimes per officer (Staffordshire Police Federation, 2023). Additionally, more local research found that 3,964 police officers leaving the police service in England and Wales had less than 5 years’ service, accounting for 43% of leavers in the year ending March 2024 (Home Office, 2024), which indicates the stressors of the role are becoming widely unmanageable.

In addition, another prominent challenge faced by police officers in operational policing is the regularity of witnessing and dealing with significant traumatic events, resulting in secondary trauma and post-traumatic stress (Foley and Massey, 2021). The most prevalent traumatic events include sudden deaths, mental health calls, suicidal attempts, and domestic violence. Responding to these incidents inevitably have a significant effect on police officers’ wellbeing and as a result, an increase in police officers suffer with their mental health from frequently dealing with such traumatic incidents in their working role (Foley and Massey, 2021). Whilst exposure to trauma is inevitable in operational policing, psychological approaches have proven to be beneficial in promoting a resilient police workforce and maintaining operational effectiveness (Gray & Rydon-Grange, 2020). In order to uphold officer’s wellbeing, after dealing with traumatic calls, it is good practice for officers to have a de-brief with their supervisor to reflect on the incident and how this has impacted on them. Emotional support and access to wellbeing resources at these times is crucial to uphold police officers ‘wellbeing and resilience (Foley and Massey, 2021). 

Furthermore, a study undertaken by the University of Cambridge, discovered that poor working conditions including a lack of time, sexual harassment in the workforce and managing challenging circumstances without support are also contributing factors of the high rates of trauma-related mental health disorders amongst UK police forces (Miller, 2022). However, officers who reported feeling supported by their colleagues and receiving accomplishment for their good work had only 7% of the rates of PTSD. This suggests that a good level of team support, praise and recognition is extremely beneficial in managing individual and group wellbeing in the workplace. Overall, this research proposed that a few minor changes to police forces’ work environments, such as providing time for colleagues and delivering consistent supervisor support, would significantly decrease the number of cases of poor mental health across the UK forces (Miller, 2022).

Additionally, a separate national survey conducted on thousands of police officers in 2018 discovered that 12% of officers demonstrated clinical symptoms of Complex PTSD (C-PTSD), an ongoing condition in which exposure to repeated trauma results in feeling of worthlessness, social disconnection, and an ability to control emotions (Miller, 2022). One in five police officers who took part in the initial survey reported having symptoms of either PTSD or C-PTSD and 90% of the police officers reported experiences of trauma (Miller, 2022). The survey screening revealed that police officers with probable cases of C-PTSD had specific trauma related to fatal vehicle crashes, rapes, murders, suicides, and drug overdoses. However, long working hours and physical violence exposure did not significantly change the occurrence of C-PTSD. Nonetheless, officers with C-PTSD rates were more than 50% higher than the national average for police in the UK (Miller, 2022). 

Moreover, managing mental wellbeing in policing is essential to not only uphold individual wellbeing, but also to promote team wellbeing and resilience. Facing emotionally challenging cases is a regular occurrence in operational policing and can commonly result in low team morale and lead to staff going on long term sick, which can have a knock-on effect to the team. A survey undertaken by the Home Office in 2023 revealed that 2,537 full time police officers had a long-term absence, which is equivalent to 1.7% of police officers in England and Wales (Home Office, 2023). Additional statistics across 41 forces, indicated that as of March 31st 2023, 5,438 police officers were engaged in recuperative activities, which represents 3.8% of the total number of officers in these forces and an additional 7,615 police officers were assigned to adjusted duties, which represents 5.2% of the total number of officers in these forces (Home Office, 2023). Research has shown that the increasing numbers of long-term absences from the workplace are impacting on team wellbeing and staff retention. According to the Home Office (2023), the number of police officers leaving their role voluntarily has increased since the year ending in March 2012, when it was as low as 0.8%; Voluntary resignation rose to 3.3% in the year ending March 2023, which is the highest percentage since comparable records started in the year ending March 2003 (Home Office, 2023).

Due to the intensity and challenges faced within operational policing, it is vitally important to manage mental wellbeing effectively in the police. As outlined within the Code of Ethics ‘Guidance for ethical and professional behaviour in policing,’ officers are encouraged to keep physically, mentally and emotionally fit to carry out their policing roles and responsibilities ethically (College of Policing, 2024). 
Policing is a highly stressful profession in which officers and staff are frequently exposed to trauma and painful events and situations. Therefore, it is a priority for officers who put forth a lot of effort to keep the communities safe, to have their health and wellbeing taken care of by forces. Everyone has responsibility for helping the health and well-being of people who work in policing from national and force leaders to supervisors and colleagues. There are also many organisations, such as Oscar Kilo, which offer a variety of resources to enable individuals to learn more about the ways they can enhance wellbeing in policing and seek support when needed (College of Policing, 2024). Additionally, the College of Policing collaborates with the National Police Chiefs’ Council and other organisations to encourage and assist police officers and staff in understanding the significance of promoting employee well-being and to provide a variety of resources to achieve this (College of Policing, 2020).

Over the years, research has been undertaken to explore organisational development and wellbeing in UK police forces. In May 2018, Lancashire Police announced that all police officers and staff would be eligible for a 12-month programme of ‘recharge days’, whereby participants were given educational programmes, with the aim to relieve stress (Lewis, And & Muir, 2024). Additionally, in some forces, ‘contemplation rooms’ were developed for police officers, following a request that was made to top management to provide an area where officers can ‘decompress,’ especially after traumatic events. Funds were given directly to officers and staff to purchase supplies and install this space themselves, avoiding time-consuming procedures and enabling them to be actively involved in the process (Lewis, And & Muir, 2024). However, whilst positive steps have been made to improve staff wellbeing in police forces, research has recommended that local chief constables should continue to advocate for organisational development approaches across local public services, as a whole system approach is better equipped to change and tackle complex and dynamic issues (Lewis, And & Muir, 2024).

There are various avenues of support available to officers in operational policing who are suffering from trauma or poor mental wellbeing. One source of local support available to officers who have experienced trauma in South Wales Police is Flint House; donations from police officers and their families provide all the funding for Flint House, a charitable organisation. Flint House are able to provide physical rehabilitation and mental health support to over 2,200 active and retired police officers annually because of the financial support that Flint house receives from police officers and their families. Recent statistics revealed that Flint House has been able to treat 486 new residential patients, 31 patients online, and 100 outpatients in only the last three months (Polfed, 2024). Additionally, South Wales Police offers an in-house counselling program with a focus on trauma treatment. After being involved in stressful occurrences, officers and staff can receive support through Trauma Risk Management (TRiM). After dealing with traumatic events in South Wales Police, it is common practice for officers to receive an email within 24 hours to ask whether they would like private and confidential support through TRiM, to promote officer and group wellbeing within the workforce (South Wales Police, 2024).

In conclusion, operational policing faces numerous challenges, including exposure to trauma, poor working environments, high workload, and ongoing issues with staff retention (Miller, 2022). Police officers’ mental health and wellbeing is steadily declining, with high levels of exhaustion, low team morale, rising financial concerns, and job dissatisfaction being amongst the top issues faced by police officers and police staff (Polfed, 2024). Statistics from the Home Office has revealed that 2,537 full time police officers had a long-term absence in 2023, which is equivalent to 1.7% of police officers in England and Wales; Whilst 5,438 police officers were engaged in recuperative activities and an additional 7,615 police officers were assigned to adjusted duties (Home Office, 2023). Additionally, the number of police officers leaving their role voluntarily rose to 3.3% in the year ending March 2023, suggesting staff retention in the police force is an ongoing concern, which impacts greatly on individual and team wellbeing (Home Office, 2023). Research supports that maintaining a healthy mental wellbeing in the police force is crucial for officers to perform professionally and ethically (College of Policing, 2024). It is a priority that police officers health and wellbeing are taken care of by forces. Whilst everyone has a responsibility for helping the health and well-being of those who work in policing, from national and force leaders to supervisors and colleagues, there are also many organisations, such as Oscar Kilo, which offer a variety of resources to enable individuals to learn more about the ways they can enhance wellbeing in policing and seek support when needed (College of Policing, 2024). More locally, South Wales Police offer various support for officers who have experienced trauma or poor mental wellbeing, often through Flint House, a charitable organisation, or Trauma Risk Management (TRiM), an in-house counselling programme (South Wales Police, 2024). Overall, whilst positive steps have been made to improve individual and group wellbeing in police forces, more work needs to be done to promote wellbeing, minimise long term absences and improve staff retention. Research has recommended that local chief constables should continue to advocate for organisational development approaches across local public services, as a whole system approach is better equipped to change and tackle complex and dynamic issues (Lewis, And & Muir, 2024).
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[bookmark: _Hlk176033769]“Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? You should consider why certain groups are reluctant to engage with police, and the ways engagement can be achieved.”
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A partnership approach in policing is arguably the most effective strategy for engaging with groups and communities that are less willing to interact with the police. Understanding the reasons behind certain communities’ reluctance of the police and identifying methods to promote engagement is crucial to build trust and improve public safety and community cohesion (Myhill & Beak, 2008). It could be suggested that certain communities show reluctance to engage with police because of many historical high-profile cases and preconceptions, as well as poor personal experiences, social and cultural factors. In particular, the history of discrimination and racial profiling that has taken place in communities previously has led to individuals of ethnic minorities to perceive the police as rivals, rather than being allies (Sekar, 2017). Police brutality and negative posts concerning police officers in the media and social media can further add to this negative perception, which ultimately leads to a widespread mistrust in the police (Brenton, 2019).
One example of a historical high-profile case of injustice in South Wales was ‘The Cardiff Five.’ This case was described as one of the ‘biggest miscarriages’ in the United Kingdom (Sekar, 2017). In 1988, a female by the name of Lynette White was murdered with over 50 stabs wounds to her body. An eyewitness had told South Wales Police that she had seen a white male standing outside the front door of Lynette White’s address at the time of the incident with his hand covered in blood. However, five black men who lived in the community, which was predominately of ethnic minority, were imprisoned by South Wales Police with no strong evidence in the case, despite the fact that the witness had already provided a description of the suspect being a white male. All five males in this case were imprisoned for the murder of Lynette White without real evidence and without any of the males’ bloods being present at the scene of the murder. As later years went by, all males were freed after a re-trial proving their innocence (Sekar, 2017).
Furthermore, another significant case study was the Brixton riots, which occurred in April 1981. The Brixton riots were the first significant riots of the 20th century in England and marked the beginning of a widespread racial conflict between British police and black youths (Brenton, 2019). Many young black people were stopped and searched because of a police campaign to reduce crime in Brixton over the five days in early April that preceded the riots, which upset those living in the area and increased tension between white police officers and young people (Brenton, 2019). Over the course of the next few days, the number of police officers patrolling the area increased, whereby three police vans and 84 police officers were stationed in the vicinity. Tensions in the area continued to increase due to the strong police presence. Statistics revealed that overall, 7,000 police officers were involved in stopping the disturbances; 282 arrests were made, the majority of whom were black (Brenton, 2019). Following the riots, The British Government announced an investigation into the disturbance, leaded by Lord Lesie George Scarman. The Lord Scarman 1981 report placed the Brixton riots into the context of racial disadvantage experienced by young black people. Additionally, the report held the police accountable of inciting the conflicts and urged police agencies to transform their practice by talking and engaging with communities to build relationships and prevent the likelihood of incidents of this nature re-occurring in future (Brenton, 2019; Law, 2015). It is clear that historical high-profile cases including ‘The Cardiff Five’ and the Brixton riots have played a significant part in disengaging certain communities from the police and as such, made it more difficult for police to rebuild trust and effectively engage with these communities, particularly young people and ethnic minority communities, due to these groups feeling let down, having a lack of trust and feeling fearful of the police (Brenton, 2019).
Furthermore, public relations with the police can be impacted by either positive or negative experiences in a community, as well as contentious problems in the area. The alarmingly high rates of stop and searches has had a detrimental impact on the engagement and self-confidence of Black, Asian, and other ethnic minority communities (Myhill & Beak, 2008). Statistics have revealed that in the year ending 31 March 2023, there were 529,474 stop and searches recorded in England and Wales; ‘black Caribbean’, ‘black other’ and ‘Asian other’ ethnic groups had the highest rates of stop and search out of all ethnic groups. Additionally, there was a total of 92 stop and searches for every 1,000 people in the 'black other' ethnic group category, the highest rate out of all ethnic groups (Home Office, 2024). Despite controversy, legit stop and search procedures are important to detect crime and protect the community, as long as the police can show that the grounds for the search are justified, necessary, proportionate, and accountable as outlined in Section 1 of PACE. It could be suggested that if more information regarding stop and search procedures were to be shared with local communities, this would promote community awareness and engagement and in turn, minimise the likelihood of groups feeling ‘targeted’ and confronted (Myhill & Beak, 2008). In recent years, The Police Race Action Plan has been developed jointly by the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) and the College of Policing with the aim to promote a police service that has an anti-racist culture and is trusted by Black people (College of Policing, 2022).
In addition, culture differences and expectations within communities also have a part to play in why engagement with the police can be challenging; Particularly, language barriers and different cultural norms and beliefs which may conflict with the police (Weaver, 1992). These factors can make communication with the police difficult and commonly, certain communities prefer not to contact the police regarding incidents that have occurred in their community, as they have their own perception of the police and want to avoid any trouble or judgement from their fellow community (Weaver, 1992). Police officers are now encouraged to undertake cultural competency training to interact with a varied population in the most effective way. Officers who are trained to deal with cultural differences will be able to create a more welcoming atmosphere that promotes engagement, partnership and participation (Brenton, 2019). Employing police officers from communities they serve can also contribute to the development of a more approachable and reliable police force. Additional research has found that diversity and representation in the police force is incredibly important, as it can greatly increase collaboration and trust when members of the community see personnel of the police organisation who they feel they can relate to (Carruthers, 2023).
In order to promote engagement with communities who are less willing to engage with the police, a partnership approach has proven to be most effective (College of Policing, 2024). Research evidence strongly suggests that partnership working improves the process of problem solving through collaborative thinking and identifying issues and solutions timely and efficiently, alongside communities, statutory partners, or agencies (College of Policing, 2024). Maintaining a consistent community presence, undertaking foot patrols, and co-operative problem solving have all been found to considerably boost public trust and confidence in the police force (Longstaff et al., 2015). Whilst public involvement in identifying and defining problems is key to successful neighbourhood policing programmes, senior leaders can also support effective problem-solving and engagement with communities by working with partners at a strategic level to develop strategies, re-assess protocols and plan communal events (College of Policing, 2024). 
Additionally, working as a multi-disciplinary team is a vital component of effective policing which aids information sharing and the likelihood of achieving positive outcomes. Collaboration with organisations including health, social work and probation is key to uphold information sharing, build relationships, identify solutions, and tackle challenges (Birch et al., 2020). Adopting a problem-solving approach is important when considering how to improve community engagement, as some of the issues faced by diverse communities may be different to those faced by other groups (Longstaff et al., 2015). Having a thorough understanding of the issues that communities may face can help officers to engage with citizens using person-centred approach. However, regardless of the characteristics of the community, neighbourhood policing centred around problem-solving builds trust and engagement and minimises worry. This is especially true when paired with adaptable strategies for recognising residents' concerns, comprehending their expectations, and incorporating them into solutions (Longstaff et al., 2015). Such strategies could include creative community involvement initiatives that are geared towards various targeted groups; police officers proactively showing up at neighbourhood activities to build relationships; involving the public in local decision-making and utilising social media to aid in bridging linguistic and cultural divides (Longstaff et al., 2015).
Moreover, in modern society, technology and social media also plays a crucial role in fostering engagement between the public, the police and other organisations (The Police Foundation, 2014). Social media has significantly changed how people share and use information; Unlike more conventional forms of involvement, social media platforms allow users to voice issues anonymously. With this extra degree of security, citizens are more willing to get in touch with the police without disclosing who they are, which therefore presents an opportunity for the police to obtain information from citizens who would have otherwise not made a report (The Police Foundation, 2014). According to a 2012 survey, 69% of participants said they would feel more confident to communicate with the police if they could remain anonymous (The Police Foundation, 2014). It is clear that social media has given the police a new avenue for public outreach by providing a safe platform to interact with the public and promote information sharing (The Police Foundation, 2014).
In conclusion, it is clear that a partnership approach is the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with the police. The unrest in the 1980s following the Brixton riots and ‘The Cardiff Five’ brought attention to the issues of injustice and community division from the police in England and Wales. Reports following these incidents have led to the development of change in the policing system and acknowledged the importance of partnership working to improve engagement with communities (Brenton, 2019). Maintaining a consistent community presence, undertaking foot patrols, and co-operative problem solving have all been found to considerably boost public trust and confidence in the police force (Longstaff et al., 2015). Whilst public involvement in identifying and defining problems is key to successful neighbourhood policing programmes, senior leaders can also support effective problem-solving and engagement with communities by working with partners at a strategic level to develop strategies, re-assess protocols and plan communal events (College of Policing, 2024). However, despite the positive developments made over the years, poor policing practice and alarmingly high rates of stop and searches remain, which in turn, has a detrimental impact on the engagement and self-confidence of Black, Asian, and other ethnic minority communities (Myhill & Beak, 2008). It is therefore essential for police to implement strategies that will promote trust and collaboration. Police may strengthen engagement with the communities they serve by having an awareness of the historical and cultural reasons that lead to citizen’s reluctance, in addition to utilising technology, collaborative problem-solving, cultural competency training, multi-disciplinary working and sustaining community interaction. Whilst it is hoped that these strategies will continue to develop engagement with communities who are less willing to engage with the police, more research is needed to assess the efficacy of these approaches in order to close the interpersonal gaps between police and local communities (College of Policing, 2013).
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