Why is it important to manage trauma and mental wellbeing in policing? 

Within this essay, I will explore the importance of managing trauma and well being in policing. To begin, I will touch upon the variety of traumatic incidents which police officers are faced with on a daily basis. Then, I will discuss how this can have a detrimental impact on officers’ mental state. To conclude, I will explain different pathways which can be used to manage the wellbeing of police officers, whilst accentuating their importance.

Policing is widely associated with negative impacts on the physical and mental health of police officers and staff (Phythian et al, 2022). As well as the regular pressures of work, police officers have no option but to face traumatic deaths, injuries and multiple other hazardous incidents in the workplace, with little to no preparation (College of Policing, 2018). Naturally, dealing with any of the above examples is likely to cause police officers to become overwhelmed and may find it difficult to cope (Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019). Regardless of the severity of the incident, officers are expected to put on a brave face and deal with whatever is in front of them professionally; the public expect police to sort the problem out, no matter how serious the incident (Howard et al, 2000). 

Further to this, the College of Policing (2018) explain that police live in a world where their success and safety is directly affected by their ability to remain alert and attentive within every situation. Inevitably, this immense pressure to remain constantly alert can lead to becoming psychologically drained, leading to burnout (College of Policing, 2018). Therefore, it is crucial to the wellbeing of police officers to manage their mental wellbeing, as well as their ability to manage with traumatic situations, in the right ways in order to decrease the chances of their mental state being at the detriment of their role. 

Now, I will delve into the extent in which being exposed to challenging events can have a detrimental impact on the mental well-being of police officers. It is not surprising that those who work in the emergency service sector constitute as the sector who are most at risk for developing psychological problems; this is a direct consequence of the exposure to traumatic stressors (Carlier et al, 1997). Despite the numerous other emergency service workers being exposed to depressing and violent trauma, Carlier et al (1997) point out that this may not be on such a frequent scale as that of police officers. 

The first method which can be utilised to manage mental wellbeing and the exposure to traumatic situations to be discussed will be the notion of talking through what you are feeling. NHS (2022) explain that talking therapies are an effective way to work through a traumatic experience; here, the therapist will allow you to talk, cry or just think about the issues you are having difficulty managing with. There are many different types of talking therapies available, which are all designed to give individuals space to explore challenging feelings and experiences with trained individuals (Mind, 2022). Generally, individual officers rarely admit to talking about their emotions with their colleagues, despite it deeming deemed as acceptable within the police force (Howard et al, 2000). There are numerous reasons for this lack of openness; Davidson and Moss (2008) have explained that although officers may be aware that the expression of their emotions is a beneficial activity, they are afraid of being labelled as incompetent or not in control. Further to this, Police officers are often reluctant to ask for help in dealing with stress and trauma because it could lead to them being removed a role they enjoy (College of Policing, 2018). In contrast to the workplace environment, police officer still may feel as if they are unable to express their emotions with their loved ones; this is seen to be because they cannot cope with their loved ones’ emotional reactions to the trauma they have experiences, as well as their own (Davidson and Moss, 2008). This is a reason why the NHS (2022) promote talking therapies; it tends to be easier talking to strangers as opposed to relatives or friends in relation to traumatic experiences. 

An alternative method which police officers can utilise in order to manage their mental wellbeing is that of psychological monitoring. Hesketh and Tehrani (2019) believe that timely psychological interventions soon after the aftermath of traumatic events can be invaluable, especially if it is utilised in harmony with long term trauma therapy. Psychological screening can be a useful tool because it enables psychological risks to be handled with at the same level as physical risks (Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019). Furthermore, psychological screening can be an effective tool for those who are at a higher risk of the exposure to trauma; this is to the extent that it can lessen the chance of these individuals developing Post Traumatic Stress Disorder as a result of their role (Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019). 

Now, I will discuss trauma risk management (TRiM) which has been created to help any person who has dealt with traumatic experiences in at their workplace (Blue Light Together, 2022). TRiM was first developed as a part of the UK Armed Froces, who would keep a watchful eye on those who have been exposed to challenging events (March on Stress, 2023). Then, the trained practitioners may signpost individuals to support when signs of distress are observed (March on Stress, 2023). TRiM is a tool available to police officers and enables them to discuss the trauma they have experiences, whilst exploring the appropriate next steps going forwards (Blue Light Together, 2022). 

Education surrounding how to manage trauma and wellbeing in the police can be an effective intervention, as well as the other methods discussed. This would involve increasing the awareness of the symptoms of trauma, so that early intervention can take place (Agaibi and Wilson, 2005). As well as this, training surrounding the skills which are needed to cope with challenging situations, such as resilience, are deemed as an effective way of managing trauma and wellbeing in the police (Agaibi and Wilson, 2005).

To conclude, it is inevitable that stressful situations and traumatic incidents will occur throughout the careers of police officers (College of Policing, 2018). Whilst awareness of wellbeing is increasing, and open and honest conversations are taking place, progress is still to be made, which has been highlighted throughout this essay.
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Why is it necessary to challenge the negative aspects of organisational culture within policing? 

Within this essay I am going to discuss the organisational culture within the police in a general context. Then, I will examine the negative aspects of this culture, whilst touching upon why it may arise. Following this, the impacts of the negative aspects of organisational culture within policing will be investigated. Then, how individuals can challenge the negative organisational culture will conclude this essay. Throughout, an emphasis will be places on the importance of challenging the negative aspects of organisational culture within the police.

Farkas et al (2020) explain that organisational culture refers to the norms, values and procedures within an organisation; these are seen to be deeply embedded in its members mind, thereby influences aspects such as behaviour. Cox et al (2020) seek to explain that the organisational culture seen within policing is not a unique phenomenon; organisational culture is seen in almost every organisation. As Farkas et al (2020) explain, being a police officer nowadays does not necessarily have positive connotations, with the negative aspects of the organisational culture playing a role in the public perception of police.  As a result of the negative aspects of the organisational culture within policing, trust within the service decreases. This is a notion explored by Marsh (2021), who touches upon the fact that the public are unable to accept that inappropriate behaviour displayed by individual officers are isolated incidents, so therefore may attribute these negative attitudes to the police force as a whole and in turn, trust within the police decreases. As a result of the negative organisational culture associated with police officers, this then results in officers being reluctant to disclose their profession to others, due to the negative connotations associated with the role (Brough et al, 2016).

Brough et al (2016) explain that the organisational structure of policing has a considerable impact on the way that officers behave, interact with the public, discrimination and more. Now, I will delve into these aspects further through discussing the notion of ‘cop culture’, and other common behaviours associated with the organisational structure of policing. Campeau (2015) explains that police officers are known to be very suspicious of others, possess cyclical outlooks, lead isolated lives and display high amounts of solidarity with other officers – this is said to be a direct result of the moulding of the officer throughout their career. Further examples of police culture include learning police jargon, how to address superiors and communication over the radio (Cox et al, 2020). 

In addition to these behaviours, the ‘us versus them’ mentality is associated with the organisational structure of policing; Cox et al (2020) uses the example of not trusting the new recruit until they have been checked out to explain this idea. New recruits are often told by officers with more years of experience to forget about the 'gold model' standard of behaviour they have learned in training and that the real police work starts when they are deployed to their new role (Cox et al, 2020).

Further to this, the behaviour of police officers and staff behind closed doors is likely to shock the public; the conversations, jokes and tricks that officers may involve themselves in, tend to be of a dark nature, not understood my those not a part of the police force (Graton-Williams, 2021). These behaviours have the ability to make police officers socially unacceptable, even when off duty (Cox et al, 2020). Subsequently, this then had a detrimental impact on the view of the organisational structure of policing. Despite this, Muir (2022) seeks to explain that it is only a small minority who engage in racist, misogynistic or homophobic behaviour associated with police culture. 

Cox et al (2020) point out that police culture can include following a code of silence and extreme loyalty to other officers. Furthermore, the ‘blue wall of silence’ is said to be a common part of police culture; this describes secrecy held in between officers (Brough et al, 2016). Then, the majority create a 'wall of silence', meaning that they do not engage or approve of this behaviour but find it easier to turn a blind eye (Muir, 2022). This notion of staying quiet must change; officers need to call out behaviour that falls below professional and ethical standards (Muir, 2022).

In order to maintain a healthy organisational culture within the police, the College of Policing (2021) suggest that it is the responsibility of the Chief officers to promote a culture that enriches police contact with partners, public and colleagues. As a result, this has the ability to increase trust and consistency within the institution (College of Police, 2021).  This notion is supported by Graton-Williams (2021), who emphasises that it is the role of those in charge to challenge aspects which may result in a negative organisation structure amongst their teams; this includes ‘banter’ which has the ability to create hostile environments, and lead to sexism and bullying within the workforce. Furthermore, too many people in policing should not be there; this is causing the reputation of the police force as a whole to be dragged down by this minority which in turn causes a lack of public confidence and internal morale to be damaged (Muir, 2022); this highlights the fact that vetting must become more thorough.

To conclude, it is essential to challenge the negative aspects of the organisational culture of policing, because officers cannot afford to lose the trust of those that they serve; rightly so, officers are held at high standards due to having the ability to deny liberty and make decisions affecting lives (Marsh, 2021). Therefore, police officers should live up to their role and diminish the behaviours associated with negative organisational culture. 
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