Chapter 2 – Literature Review
 
2:1 Introduction 
 
Mental health amongst police officers has always been a topic that has been discussed and often hit the mainstream media. There is a lot of academic research out there in relation to being a police officer and the pressure and trauma that comes with incidents that police deal with. The aim of my review is to see if police officers are feeling supported. Over the years, it has been widely noted that over recent years police forces have improved support; however, there is still a high number of officers who are suffering mental health issues. My aim is to see if more is needed and if the support that is available is being utilised and effective.
 
2:2: Officers wellbeing 
 
Within all workplaces, employees’s health and well-being are a priority. It has been known that among police forces officers are more likely to go off sick with stress and mental health. This has become a raising concern for the police forces and According to a report by Robinson, (2024) in 2023 a staggering 14,508 officers were signed off work due to poor mental health, with the main reason being workload, depression, and exposure to trauma from calls that they attended. This is a 130% increase from 2012 to 2013 a freedom of information request completed by Gloucestershire Police Federation in 2023 showed that 13,000 officers were off sick with mental health-related illness, which is an 80% rise in the last decade. (Cartwright and Roach, 2020) state that 39% of officers who took their first sickness period were relating to their mental health, which has almost doubled in the last 10 years at a rate of 8.82% this leaves further and added pressure on the police force when it comes to officers who are on the frontlines being below numbers, running the risk of putting added pressure on other officers and potentially leading to the number of sicknesses going up.
Data from research conducted by Foley and Massey,( 2020) argue that police officers are also exposed to secondary trauma, which has an impact on their mental health. Secondary trauma can come from constantly working alongside victims that have gone through an incident that impacts them. Officers are dealing with people who are at their lowest point in life and often spend long periods of time with victims. Further research conducted by Fuchs and Flügge, (2014) explains that as adults, if we are in an environment for a period of time, their minds can adapt and become the same mentality as the environment they are in. This is often the case that can cause officers to constantly be with victims and dealing with them, and the officer's mindset becomes similar, which can lead to becoming fatigued and having a negative outlook on life both inside and outside of work.
Due to the pressure of the job, police officers have been known to excessively drink in an attempt to try and help; there also appears to be an increase in prescription drug misuse to help police officers sleep better. Being a police officer is ranked among the five most stressful jobs within the United Kingdom. Research completed by Irizar et al., (2021) at Cambridge University showed that 36.2% of police officers drink to a hazardous point, and 3% are drinking to a point that is harmful to themselves. According to Gordon-Smith, (2022) police officers often use this as a coping mechanism following incidents and are at higher risk of becoming dependent. Excessive drinking appeared to be normal, and heavy drinking was still considered the culture among colleagues and was not thought to be a problem unless it was getting to the point of being dangerous. The research showed that police employees who have many years’ services believed the drinking culture was still strong among new recruits, and it does not appear to be improving and is still used as a way of coping with the stress of the job.

2:3 What mental health conditions relate to policing? 
 
The reoccurring theme in the literature is that the main cause of mental health within the police is burnout, stress, and post-traumatic stress disorder. PTSD is an anxiety disorder in which traumatic or life-threatening events cause disturbing memories to recur as well as intense states of hypervigilance. It can affect many aspects of your life. Sleep disturbances, irregular heartbeats, and sweats are common. The research found 8% of those workers exposed to trauma had clinical symptoms of PTS. After further research, according to Police Care UK, (2023) research was conducted on officers; these included officers of all ranks, and it concluded that almost 1 in 5 police officers show signs of PTSD and that two thirds of these officers are unaware that they have or show symptoms.
PTSD has been well known amongst police officers for decades; however, it was always seen as a taboo subject. According to College of Policing, (2021) the average person, throughout their whole life, would witness 3 to 4 traumatic events. A police officer who has served their whole career would be exposed to 400 to 600 traumatic events. Officers often face volatile situations, and with the public’s trust within the police at an all-time low (More In Common, 2023) states that more than only 1 in 10 people trust the police and have no respect for police officers, which factors in to officers being assaulted. As a result of this, a report written by the Sun newspaper (Elsom, 2024) in 2024 states that on a daily basis, 125 police officers across England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales are assaulted, over a year that is 45,907, This is an increase of 75% since 2018. This has a lasting effect on the officer and leads to mental health issues such as PTSD, fearing returning to work, and facing potential challenging situations. According to The National Institute of Mental Health, (2023) it can take up to 3 months for any signs of PTSD to begin to show. Most people will recover from their trauma; however, if you are continually exposed, you are likely to end up with complex PTSD. CPTSD according to Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, (2021) explains that CPTSD is caused by prolonging any support or recognising the symptoms early enough or continuing to be exposed to traumatic incidents without any support.
.
Police officers have a huge responsibility and usually must work irregular hours, including night shifts and the possibility of being retained on duty. Those suffering can also experience physical symptoms such as fatigue and exhaustion. It can also lead to emotional symptoms such as irritability, low morale, attitudinal symptoms, and behavioural symptoms such as poor work performance and becoming withdrawn from the team, as well as a losing lack of concentration.
Policing requires repaid decision making, often life-or-death decisions with only seconds to risk assess. The ongoing need to stay alert and the pressure to prevent crime. If officers are fatigued, they are less likely to be alert and could result in the wrong decision being made. In a survey conducted by Oscar Kilo, (2023) of over 40,000 police officers and staff at all ranks, 69% stated that they currently felt fatigued at work and at the burnout stage. In 2019, the United Kingdom government pledged an uplift of 20,000 new police officers (National Audit Office, 2022) to help with the policing number following the 2010 cuts and ease the pressure of police officers and overwhelming workloads. However, in a new article by The Independent Dearden, (2023) it shows that in 2023 that 9,200 police officers left that year, which was up a 1,000 from the precious year which would argue that the uplift has not been a success and a new record of officers are leaving due to the pressure, which is resulting in workloads still at a record high and officers struggling to meet the demand, which is affecting officers well-being and leading to burnout.
Police officers are known to attend mental health calls as first responders. The metropolitan police argue that police are not the correct services, and research completed by Boyden, (2023) states that on average officers can remain with the patient up to 10 hours per call; this can happen 500 to 600 times a month. Police officers not being medically trained, spending this amount of time with a person in crisis will affect the officer’s well-being.

2:4 Are police officers using the support available?
Mental health has always been a taboo topic within the police forces and among officers. Historically, police officers were expected to just carry on with the job after a traumatic incident. Policing has for years been known to have a “macho culture.” Research completed by Silvestri, (2017) highlights that the macho culture is still an on-going concern for the police forces across the United Kingdom and immediate action needs to be taken to change the culture, including being open and transparent in relation to mental health concerns.
 
In 2010, following a major incident, the police introduced trauma risk management, also known as TRIM, as explained by March On Stress, (2012) It is designed for officers as part of support after attending traumatic incidents. Further research conducted by Walsh, Taylor and Hastings, (2012) explains the objective is to identify individuals that may be at risk of developing illness because of exposure to a traumatic incident and to facilitate appropriate support at an early stage. TRIM is designed for 72 hours post incident, and TRIM is a support group that is to help officers and signpost those in need to the correct resources and support mechanisms. Improve the management and support of workforce wellbeing, particularly after officers attend a traumatic incident.
TRIM was initially designed to support the armed forces after returning from war fields. There is no current research available at the present in relation to if officers who accept TRIM referrals and engage with the process to see if it is effective and has a positive impact.
 
Further search completed by Scott, O’Curry and Mastroyannopoulou, (2021) explains that effective debriefing leads to many positive results for teams that have attended traumatic incidents. The evaluation of the outcomes and processes provides everyone involved with a say and to take forward any learning. Some evidence suggests that debriefing with staff working in clinical settings can reduce posttraumatic distress symptoms, suggesting that clinical structured debrief with the team is an effective way, as explained by Thomas(2018) the best practice if following a 7-step procedure is the most. Following trauma exposure, an individual or a team as a collective can experience multiple emotional, mental, and physical symptoms that impact their mental health. Following the incident, it’s recommended that the debriefing occur within the first 24 to 72 hours to provide the most effective support to the trauma survivor. Prompt treatment is also crucial since symptoms and reactions may take time. However, there may also be benefits to receiving treatment even if the event happened a long time ago.

2:5 What can be done to improve mental health support for police officers?
 
It is very clear that the police have substantive improvement over the years with supporting police officers with mental health issues; however, there is room for improvement. According to Watson, (2024) right care right person was introduced in 2023. It is designed for all police forces to begin working collaboratively with other emergency services and health and social care. The reason for RCRP is to prevent police from being deployed to mental health calls that are designed for other agencies and being in that environment for up to 10 hours per time. This framework is so other emergency services with the correct specialities and expertise attend. Following RCRP being introduced. Following the initial rollout, the National Police Chiefs Council, (2023) concluded that if RCRP is fully successful, it could save police officers 1 million hours per year.
 
In 2016, Police Federation, (2024b) conducted a report into mental health and completed a survey of 17,000 serving police officers, and only 39% were receiving support for their mental health. From the survey, it was able to draw the conclusion that 73% of line managers within the police stated that they had not received training on how to support their colleagues who were struggling with mental health or well-being. Bond and Donaldso-feilder, (2004) argue that a workplace that accepts physical and emotional wellbeing is a vital part of job satisfaction and general mental health. This concludes that more training for line managers would benefit the police officers and provide managers with training on how to recognise an officer is struggling; this could prevent sickness from rising, along with officers feeling supported.
Over recent years, mental health has become more recognised and accepted in society compared to previously (Ryan, 2020) and police officers are becoming more open about how they are struggling with mental health to attempt to get early intervention and the correct support. Further academic research completed by Secker, (2003) argues the importance of promoting a positive working environment. Talking about mental health can improve the working environment and lead to better performance, which would, in the case of the police, increase the public’s trust in the police.
 
As a result of the findings regarding alcohol abuse being still a culture within the police and strong links to mental health, there is very limited support available to police officers from their forces. A self-referral system to the employee assistance program (Health, 2023) helps support both employer and employee in relation to alcohol misuse relating to mental health and appears to be the most beneficial and effective tool. There appears to be very little support for officers who are struggling, and forces need to work collaboratively to provide a network to support officers.
 
 
 
 
2:6 conclusion 
 
In conclusion to this chapter of the literature review, there is a clear amount of substantive completed research in relation to mental health and police officers. From completing research from previous literature, news articles, and websites, it has been concluded that there is still a stigma around mental health within the police; however, arguments also back up that the police have implemented and are adapting to provide officers with the best support possible and are doing their best to become more of a trauma-led organisation. The research has also highlighted that there are certain areas where the police do need to continue to work and improve on going forward. Officers appear to still be struggling with the workload and burnout, and with the number of officers leaving, it is still leaving them substantively under numbers on shift. The other findings are for officers who are dealing with alcohol or substance misuse; there is very little support available and could do with more support being implemented, ideally anonymously, to prevent them feeling judged or further having a negative impact on their mental health. The next chapter will aim to collect data from serving South Wales police officers of all ranks and lengths of service.
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