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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: 
Worried Sick: To what extent do British police forces adequately support officers’ return to work after periods of stress or mental health-related sick leave?

INTRODUCTION:
Police officers being able to manage their mental health is essential to their own well-being, as well as critical to the effectiveness of policing operations. However, studies suggest that the mental well-being of officers in the U.K. is declining (Police Federation, 2024). A recent report found that 43% of officers consider their job to be “very” or “extremely” stressful, while 82% reported experiencing stress, low mood or anxiety in the past year. This contributed to 46% of police officers seeking mental health support in 2023 (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024).

This decline in well-being is directly contributing to high levels of absences. In 2023-2024, over 14,500 officers in the U.K. were signed off work due to stress, depression or anxiety. This is an increase of 9% from the previous year and 130% since 2012-2013 (Police Federation, 2024).

It is clear, then, that police agencies must act to protect the well-being of officers and, more broadly, ensure there is an appropriately staffed police force available to protect the public. 

While extensive research has explored stress and mental health in policing, relatively little attention has been given to how officers reintegrate into the workforce following stress or mental health-related sick leave. Cartwright and Roach (2020) found that 39% of officers who took sick leave for mental health reasons later required additional absences, highlighting potential shortcomings in existing return-to-work support systems.

This dissertation aims to build on existing research by evaluating the effectiveness of return-to-work policies for officers who have taken stress or mental health leave. It will assess whether current protocols successfully support their return and whether gaps in support contribute to continued absences. It will also outline key stressors within policing and analyse the implications for individual officers and broader public service. By identifying potential areas for improvement, this dissertation aims to enhance the mental health support available to officers, ultimately creating a healthier and more resilient police force.


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 
1. Assess officer experiences with return-to-work support by conducting a survey of police officers who have taken stress or mental health leave. Explore their experiences, perceptions of support, and challenges faced during their return to work.

2. Analyse the effectiveness of return-to-work policies by evaluating whether current protocols adequately support officers returning to work and identify where improvements are needed.

3. Investigate factors contributing to repeated absences by examining whether shortcomings in return-to-work support contribute to officers taking additional stress or mental health leave.


	LITERATURE REVIEW:
Stress is defined as "a state of worry or mental tension caused by a difficult situation," while mental health refers to "a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life" (World Health Organization, 2023; World Health Organization, 2024). While stress is a common experience, its presentation within policing extends beyond typical occupational stressors, and police officers are known to manage stress differently from other professionals (Garbarino et al., 2013; Kapade-Nikam and Shaikh, 2014). 

The increasing prevalence of occupational stress among officers has prompted police agencies to prioritise research on containing its effects (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024), particularly due to its wider consequences like impaired decision-making, decreased job performance and diminished public trust (Garbarino et al., 2013).

Police stress is generally categorised into operational and organisational (Purba and Demou, 2019; Shane, 2010). Operational stressors refers to trauma exposure, the pressure of protecting lives, and strict protocols (Demou, Hale, and Hunt, 2020), while organisational stressors include heavy workloads, shift work, and insufficient managerial support (Purba and Demou, 2019). The impact of repeated exposure to these stressors has been linked to an increased risk of serious mental health conditions like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation (Garbarino et al., 2013; McCanlies et al., 2014).

Research also highlights that "macho" policing culture, particularly an overemphasis on resilience and toughness, discourages vulnerability and seeking support, creating a cycle where officers are struggling but feel unable to ask for help, exacerbating stress levels further and creating a harmful work environment (Bell and Eski, 2016; Fragoso and Kashubeck, 2000).

The impact of poor mental health among officers can be felt on a force-wide level. Recent reports show a rising number of officers taking leave for mental health or stress-related issues (Police Federation, 2024). What’s more, research by Cartwright and Roach (2020) suggests that inadequate return-to-work support may be contributing to a cycle of repeated absences, where the stress of returning exacerbates mental health issues, leading to further leave. However, more research is needed to confirm this conclusively.


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
This dissertation will use a survey method, which will collect quantitative and qualitative data to assess officers’ experiences with return-to-work processes, the effectiveness of the support they received, and any barriers to a successful return to work.

A survey method will enable officers to remain anonymous, encouraging them to be honest without fear of professional repercussions.
Analysis of existing data on stress and mental health leave within the police could also be conducted to support findings and provide context for survey responses. 


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
The target sample should be police officers who have taken stress or mental health leave within the past five years. They should have firsthand experience of returning to work after stress or mental health leave to provide direct insights into the effectiveness of current return-to-work policies.

Ideally, there would be diversity of gender, age, ethnicity, rank and region to provide an overview without any specific bias.


	ETHICAL ISSUES:
Officers may be reluctant to discuss their mental health due to stigma or fear of professional repercussions. To address this, survey responses will be anonymous, and no identifying information will be collected. It will also be essential to securely store participant's data during the dissertation process.

The survey could also include a trigger warning or mental health resources. Participants will also have the option to skip any questions they find uncomfortable.

Participants must provide voluntary, informed consent before taking part. They will receive a clear explanation of the study’s aims, how their answers will be used, and their right to withdraw.


	TIME SCALE:
This research will follow the university’s pre-set deadlines for the dissertation process.


	REFERENCE LIST:

Bell, S. and Eski, Y. (2025). ‘Break a Leg—It’s all in the mind’: Police Officers’ Attitudes towards Colleagues with Mental Health Issues. Policing, [online] 10(2), pp.95–101. Available at: https://academic.oup.com/policing/article/10/2/95/1753354 [Accessed 19 Feb. 2025].

Cartwright, A. and Roach, J. (2020). The Wellbeing of UK Police: a Study of Recorded Absences from Work of UK Police Employees Due to Psychological Illness and Stress Using Freedom of Information Act Data. Policing: a Journal of Policy and Practice, 15(1).

Demou, E., Hale, H. and Hunt, K. (2020). Understanding the Mental Health and Wellbeing Needs of Police Officers and Staff in Scotland. Police Practice and Research, [online] 21(6), pp.1–15. Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15614263.2020.1772782#abstract [Accessed 18 Feb. 2025].

Fragoso, J.M. and Kashubeck, S. (2000). Machismo, gender role conflict, and mental health in Mexican American men. Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 1(2), pp.87–97.

Garbarino, S., Cuomo, G., Chiorri, C. and Magnavita, N. (2013). Association of work-related stress with mental health problems in a special police force unit. BMJ Open, [online] 3(7). Available at: https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/3/7/e002791 [Accessed 15 Feb. 2025].

Kapade-Nikam, P. and Shaikh, M. (2014). Occupational Stress, Burnout and Coping in Police Personnel: Findings from a Systematic Review. American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, [online] 2(6), pp.144–148. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279235713_Occupational_Stress_Burnout_and_Coping_in_Police_Personnel_Findings_from_a_Systematic_Review [Accessed 14 Feb. 2025].

McCanlies, E., Miller, D., Andrew, M., Wirth, O., Burchfiel, C.M. and Violanti, J.M. (2014). Posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms, psychobiology, and coexisting disorders in police officers. In: DYING FOR THE JOB: Police Work Exposure and Health. Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas Publisher, pp.155–168.

Police Federation (2024). Record 14,508 officers were signed off with poor mental health in the past year. [online] Polfed.org. Available at: https://www.polfed.org/news/latest-news/2024/record-14-508-officers-signed-off-with-poor-mental-health-in-past-year/ [Accessed 10 Feb. 2025].

Police Federation of England and Wales (2024). Pay and Morale Survey 2023 – Headline Report February 2024. [online] Available at: https://www.polfed.org/media/19164/pay-and-morale-survey-report-2023.pdf [Accessed 10 Feb. 2025].

Purba, A. and Demou, E. (2019). The relationship between organisational stressors and mental wellbeing within police officers: A systematic review. BMC Public Health, [online] 19(1). Available at: https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7609-0 [Accessed 17 Feb. 2025].

Shane, J.M. (2010). Organizational stressors and police performance. Journal of Criminal Justice, [online] 38(4), pp.807–818. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047235210001200 [Accessed 17 Feb. 2025].

World Health Organization (2023). Stress. [online] World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/stress [Accessed 12 Feb. 2025].

World Health Organization (2024). Mental Health. [online] World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health#tab=tab_1 [Accessed 12 Feb. 2025].



Word count: 1,109
                                                                          0		
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU

Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES
\ Trinity Saint David

SWANSEA - ABERTAWE





