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Abstract
Police Officers are the frontline, public-facing servants of our communities throughout England and Wales. They are there to safeguard the community from dangers and risks that are often unseen by the Public. Officers are often exposed to traumatic incidents including child abuse, domestic violence, car crashes and deaths. However, being a Police Officer is often surrounded by negativity daily. The work can be stressful and demanding and can impact the Officers' well-being including mental health.  
This dissertation aims to investigate the relationship between force absence levels; specifically focussing on mental ill-health and physical fitness. This includes intervention strategies and organisational support with the outcome determining if the initial fitness testing procedure during recruitment is sufficient. 
This research is presented on the relationship between physical fitness and mental ill-health currently affecting serving Police officers across the South Wales Police Force.   
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1. Introduction
[bookmark: _30j0zll]1.1 Introduction
The duties of a Response Police Officer are complicated, demanding a combination of physical strength, psychological stamina, and emotional stability. However, these requirements frequently harm Officers, resulting in elevated levels of absenteeism within police forces. This raises an essential question: Is the Police unintentionally increasing their absence statistics due to inadequate support for mental well-being and physical conditioning? Gaining a comprehensive understanding of the complex correlation between mental well-being and physical condition is crucial to effectively address this matter. Police officers frequently have mental health issues, such as chronic stress, anxiety, and burnout syndrome, which significantly hinder their ability to carry out their responsibilities efficiently. Concurrently, maintaining physical fitness is of utmost importance, not only for managing the physical requirements of the profession but also for reducing stress and improving mental well-being. The objective of this study is to investigate whether the existing practices and policies of the police force adequately assist officers in preserving their mental well-being and physical condition, or if they unintentionally lead to increased rates of absence due to negligence in these crucial aspects. By examining this link, we may identify any deficiencies in support systems and suggest comprehensive strategies to increase the overall well-being of officers, thus increasing operational efficiency and decreasing absenteeism. 

[bookmark: _vytlduvy3xw8]1.2 Aim and Structure
[bookmark: _gc2d6vqir3fk]This study aims to gain insight into the mental health and physical fitness challenges faced by Police Officers who are currently on duty. This initiative investigates the potential correlation between mental health disorders and physical fitness. It also examines if Police Forces prioritising the physical fitness of their officers affects the number of absences related to mental health. In the upcoming chapter, a thorough examination of the existing literature will be conducted. Chapter 3 will outline the research methodology used. Chapter 4 examines the results of previous studies, incorporating the existing body of knowledge. Finally, chapter 5 culminates with a number of solutions.

[bookmark: _43ak1jh25i2g]1.3 Research Questions
This study aims to gain insight into the mental health and physical fitness challenges faced by Police Officers who are currently on duty. The following objectives will be researched:
1. Is there a relationship between poor mental health and physical fitness in current serving Police Officers? 
2. Is there a relationship between poor mental health, physical fitness, and absence records in current serving Police Officers? 
3. What help and support do South Wales Police provide to their Officers to overcome these challenges? 



[bookmark: _3znysh7]2. Literature Review 
[bookmark: _2et92p0]2.1 - Introduction
The significance of optimal mental health and physical fitness in modern-day Police Officers cannot be exaggerated since these factors are crucial for safeguarding the welfare of individual Police Officers and enhancing the efficiency of Police forces throughout England and Wales. This study aims to explore the relationship between mental health and poor physical fitness, and how mental health and poor physical fitness are currently addressed. This study is specifically aimed at current serving Police Officers of the South Wales Police Force. 
The following case study provides an insight into the actual challenges encountered by current Police Officers.  

[bookmark: _tyjcwt]2.1.1 Case Study
Leasa Wilkes is a long-serving Officer in Dorset Police. Her work in a sex offender unit put her under strain resulting in her suffering depression and anxiety (www.polfed.org, 2024). When talking about her personal experiences, she writes “I can conjure up an image of every death I have seen”. With the horrific videos and images Wilkes has witnessed, lots of children being abused and raped, she stated “It was very much a case of putting your head in the sand and pretending nothing is happening”. Wilkes remarked that when someone from her team mentioned mental health, they were branded “a lightweight or a skiver”. 
Wilkes now works in the Professional Standards Department which she states brings on a whole host of negative challenges due to “everyone on the ground hates you”. About two years into the role Wilkes finally broke down and attended hospital where she underwent numerous brain scans, MRIs and X-rays thinking she was physically ill, all because of the symptoms she was experiencing. Eventually, her GP sat her down and told her she had to accept that her body was creating these things in her head out of anxiety, stress, and depression it was dealing with. This resulted in Wilkes having to take five months off sick. During this time the force started unsatisfactory performance meetings against her. Wilkes wrote, “It can feel like you're being bullied, almost like the job is formally calling you what people used to call you behind your back”. Wilkes continued; “there are times now that I think if I could break my arm, then everyone would know there is something the matter because they can see it”. 
Wilkes writes the challenge faced by Police Officers is when they put the uniform on, it almost becomes a shield or barrier which makes Officers almost invisible. It's this stigma that needs to be broken down regardless of gender. Occasionally, the uniform fails to function. “There's an attitude that we’re cops, we have to cope, and I think breaking down the stigma is going to be really hard”.











2.2 The Job Demands-Control model - Understanding the impact of job-related stress on mental health and fitness.
The job demand-control model was developed by Robert Karasek (1979). Its purpose was to provide a conceptual framework that could predict the effects of stress at work on the health and well-being of employees. This model suggests that job-related stress is a result of the interplay between the demands of the job and the extent to which individuals can regulate their work, with the influence of social support in the workplace (Clausen and Borg, 2011).
Job demands encompass the physical, psychological, and emotional prerequisites of a job, such as the amount of work, time constraints, uncertainty in roles, and potential exposure to dangers or traumatic experiences. Within Policing, the responsibilities placed upon Police personnel may encompass promptly addressing urgent situations, effectively resolving disputes, and making crucial judgements while facing intense stress and encountering potentially distressing incidents (Wood, Watson and Fulambarker, 2016). Control pertains to the degree of autonomy and decision-making power that individuals possess about their work responsibilities and procedures.
Within Policing, control encompasses the ability to exercise independent judgement while on patrol, the freedom to exercise discretion while dealing with various situations, and the availability of resources and support to effectively manage work responsibilities (McCartney and Parent, 2015). Social support encompasses the availability of emotional, instrumental, and informational assistance offered by coworkers, managers, and the organisation. Supportive work environments provide employees with opportunities for collaboration, feedback, recognition, and assistance in managing job-related challenges. There is a Policing family culture within Policing where the support derived can be from many sources such as colleagues, supervisors, and specialised units. Often department policies will have a strong focus on officer well-being.  
The demand-control-support model explains the relationship underlying increased job demands, less control, and inadequate social support, all contributing to job-related stress among police officers (Arujunan et al., 2021). Excessive workload, frequent exposure to traumatic experiences, and a lack of autonomy in decision-making can lead to chronic stress, fatigue, and adverse mental health outcomes, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety (Togay Evrin et al., 2017). Persistent stressors within Policing might appear as emotional fatigue, disengagement, scepticism, and reduced job contentment, leading to compromised mental health and overall welfare (Violanti et al., 2017). Job-related stress can also impact the physical health and exercise habits of police officers. Continuous stress can result in detrimental coping strategies, including a sedentary lifestyle, unhealthy eating habits, substance misuse, and disrupted sleep patterns. These behaviours have adverse effects on physical fitness and elevate the likelihood of developing chronic illnesses (Peng et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _rxagokwbciux]2.2.1 Social Cognitive Theory -Exploring how individual beliefs and attitudes influence health behaviours in Policing. 
Albert Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) places significant emphasis on the interdependent nature of human functioning, highlighting the reciprocal relationship between cognitive processes, behaviours, and the social environment (Yoon, 2019). SCT, within Policing, offers valuable insights into how the personal beliefs, attitudes, and coping strategies of police officers impact their mental health outcomes and fitness behaviours. 

[bookmark: _1utp5jpuazga]2.3 Mental Health 
Mental Health well-being is an essential component of individuals' existence and the broader community. Impaired mental health significantly affects our overall well-being, our ability to participate in productive activities, and our social relationships with acquaintances, loved ones, and the community (Ritchie, Roser and Dattani, 2018). Every year, a substantial number of people suffer from mental health issues, and a greater percentage of them continue to face these issues for the rest of their lives. An estimated 33% of women and 20% of men are expected to experience substantial depression at some stage in their lives. Priory's (2023) research revealed that 61% of adults with mental health disorders do not seek treatment, while 98% of the general public believe that those with mental illness face stigma and discrimination. A study undertaken by Samaritans (2021) found that a total of 7037 suicides were recorded in the UK and Ireland in 2022. 74% of these suicides were male individuals between the ages of 35 and 54.    

[bookmark: _8s9ty3ujkyr]2.3.1 South Wales Police Statistics
In 2018 The Police Federation of England and Wales conducted a demand, capacity and welfare survey for the 43 forces across England and Wales (Wellington, 2018). The survey was optional to participants however, all serving Officers were encouraged to participate. 18,100 responses were drawn from the study however the national response rate was only 15%. South Wales Police gathered 379 responses representing a response rate of 13%. 82% of participants from South Wales Police reported experiencing symptoms of stress, poor mood, anxiety, or other health and well-being challenges in the past year. According to the survey, 49% of those working for South Wales Police indicated that their occupation was highly stressful.
According to the survey, 36% of participants from South Wales Police believed that individuals who disclosed their mental health and well-being issues would face discriminatory treatment. Research conducted by Sabey (2023) asked Police forces in England and Wales to provide statistics of officers who failed the Police fitness test procedure. Out of the total of 43 forces, 25 forces submitted their data. The Metropolitan Police had the highest number of police personnel, a total of 337, who did not pass their fitness test, surpassing all other police forces in the country. 
Subsequently, Greater Manchester Police had 144 failures, West Yorkshire had 108, and Thames Valley had 66 failures. Derbyshire Police was the only force in the UK to achieve a 100% pass rate. Wiltshire Police exhibited the highest incidence of failure, with almost 4.2% of officers failing their fitness test, which amounts to over one in twenty officers. Surrey Police, Cambridgeshire Police, and West Yorkshire Police had the next highest failure rates, with percentages of 3%, 2.9%, and 2.8% respectively. The national average of police officers who did not pass the fitness requirements this year was 1.64%, which is an increase from 1.54% in 2022. 

[bookmark: _7snccygy5it1]2.3.2 Mental Health among Police Officers
The role of a Police Officer has, for many years, been recognised as a high-stress and high-strain profession (Gershon et al., 2008). Research has shown that those who work in emergency services are twice as likely to develop a mental health illness (Mind, 2023). Police Officers are exposed to 400-500 incidents of trauma throughout their career (Goodwin, 2023) responding to calls of public safety from the fire service, an ambulance call where a person is being aggressive due to their health issue or calls where a person is wielding a kitchen knife in the height of a mental health crisis. Officers do this without fear, upholding the law and protecting the Public.

Research conducted by Cartwright and Roach (2020) into a survey conducted by Mind 2015, reported 61% of participants working for the Police Service reported personal mental health problems, the highest among the blue light services. Stressors such as traumatic experiences, daily violence and negativity towards the Police are often perceived as the driving factors behind poor mental health however the following research conducted by Houdmont and Elliot Davies (2017) identified a variety of organisational stressors, such as inadequate staffing, excessive workloads, unrealistic deadlines, expectations to work long hours, denial of annual leave, and other common occupational problems. All of these factors were found to be linked to poor mental well-being.  The escalation of stress levels among police officers has been linked by research to several factors, including diminished support from colleagues, elevated public expectations, an excessive emphasis on cultural diversity, and the pursuit of political correctness (Sunshine and Tyler, 2003). The implementation of recent austerity measures has resulted in a decrease in the number of police personnel. This reduction is believed to place significant pressure on officers, pushing them to their limits (Gravelle and Rogers, 2011).
2.3.3 Stigma
Stigma, prejudice, and discrimination against people with mental health illness is very much a problem (Borenstein, 2020). Stigma often comes from a lack of understanding or fear. Inaccurate or misleading media representations of mental health illness contribute to both those factors. A study published by Scarf et al. (2020) studied the Hollywood film Joker (2019). This portrays the lead character in the film as suffering from mental health illness. The film is based on the main character, Arthur, who suffers from mental health. He eventually stops receiving medication, which results in him becoming extremely violent. The study revealed a correlation between seeing the video and an increase in prejudiced attitudes towards individuals with mental illness. In addition, the authors propose that the film could intensify self-stigmatisation among those with mental illness, resulting in a reluctance to seek care promptly (Borenstein, M.D., 2020).
According to Bell, Palmer-Conn, and Kealey (2021), mental health-related illness stigma is prevalent within Policing therefore seeking help is avoided. Those who seek help are seen as malingerers. Consequently, disclosing a mental health issue can be seen as career-destroying. There are many mental health issues however the focus of this research is depression, suicide, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

[bookmark: _bjxksns10wok]2.3.4 Burnout Syndrome
To date, there is no definite definition of occupational burnout syndrome. The term was first defined by psychologist Herbert J. Freudenberger (1974) as “becoming exhausted by making excessive demands on energy, strength or resources” in the workplace. Burnout was later defined by Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter (2001) as a prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job. While no new definitions of burnout have been introduced in scientific literature, recent factor-analytic investigations have found that the previously established concept of burnout, particularly about weariness, indicates a depressive state. (Bianchi, Schonfeld and Verkuilen, 2020). The primary ramifications of burnout, according to research, are physical depletion, dehumanisation (also referred to as depersonalisation), disengagement from work, feelings of powerlessness and detachment in the workplace, inadequate job engagement and achievement, and physical exhaustion.

[bookmark: _ze8ofhh5op5a]2.4 Poor Fitness/ Physical Health
Maintaining physical fitness results in a decrease in the number of sick days, disabilities, and injuries, which in turn leads to a reduction in healthcare expenses. According to Proper (2006), over four years, workers who engaged in sports had 20 days less sick leave compared with non-sporting workers. According to a study by Acquadro Maran, Zedda, and Varetto (2018), wellness courses and physical activity led to a reduction in perceived stress and an improvement in well-being.
The combination of highly stressful situations, poor diet habits and lack of exercise can lead to obesity and metabolic syndrome, which are risk factors for diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic conditions. Poor fitness levels can lead to a higher incidence of musculoskeletal injuries, which are common in physically demanding situations encountered in police work (Han et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _y5f8lmb2449j]2.4.1 Sedentary Lifestyle and Inactivity
While Police work can be physically demanding, it also includes long periods of sedentary activities such as administrative tasks, patrolling in vehicles, surveillance, hospital watch and scene preservation. This can contribute to inactivity contributing to poor fitness (Lagestad, 2012).   
Constantly working long, irregular hours, including night shifts, can cause fatigue, become demotivated and deteriorate physical health by interfering with sleep, eating, and exercise routines (Kecklund and Axelsson, 2016).
[bookmark: _nw1d6lnaxi1p]
[bookmark: _cg3daa1mh814]2.5 Bidirectional relationship - Examining how mental health issues can lead to poor fitness outcomes.
Depression, an extremely prevalent psychiatric disorder, is the primary cause of disability on a global scale (Briley and Lépine, 2011). However, the endeavour to prevent depression has proven to be difficult due to the scarcity of well-established protective factors, especially those that are susceptible to modification. A potential area of focus is physical activity, which can be roughly described as the movement of muscles and bones that leads to the use of energy (Caspersen, Powell, and Christenson, 1985). There have been several epidemiological studies that have shown that a higher risk of poor mental health is associated with lower levels of physical activity, or higher levels of time spent engaging in sedentary behaviours (Hallgren et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _hvv2ax2b5lrk]2.5.1 Coping Mechanisms
Physical activity and exercise are vital coping mechanisms for Police Officers seeking to manage tension and enhance their mental health. Owing to the demanding nature of their occupation, regular physical activity can effectively alleviate the detrimental consequences of tension and improve their mental well-being (Giandonato, Tringali and Thoms, 2021). 
Physical activity stimulates the release of natural endorphins, which are natural mood lifters. These endorphins are protein molecules produced by cells within the nervous system, which can reduce stress and create a feeling of well-being (Siti Choirul Dwi Astuti and Riana Trinovita Sari, 2022). Exercise can also help regulate cortisol which performs multiple functions within the body, such as regulating blood pressure and sugar (Ok et al., 2023). Research by Javad et al (2018) states cortisol is also the body’s primary stress hormone. High levels of cortisol can result in fatigue and can lead to anxiety and depression. Regular physical activity helps keep these levels regulated therefore reducing stress.
Regular aerobic exercises such as running, swimming, and cycling are excellent ways to improve cardiovascular health and reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression (Anshu et al., 2022). Regular strength training such as weightlifting and cross-training are ways to enhance muscle strength and promote self-achievement and wellness (Comfort et al., 2023). Playing a team sport such as football or netball will also assist in promoting the feel-good factor where a sense of togetherness or camaraderie is evident. This will reduce the feeling of loneliness and enhance the overall teamwork culture.  







[bookmark: _ui44d8s43l56]2.6 Historic and current fitness testing within Policing
The evolution of Police fitness testing has undergone considerable changes throughout the past century. This transformation is a result of adjustments in the role of Policing, advancements in the comprehension of physical fitness, and changes in legal and policy frameworks (Rezende et al., 2022).  
The approach has evolved from a simple concept of assessing height in the 1960s to 1980s to local forces implementing their own testing requirements until a more systematic process was established in 2004. In 2004, the procedure for recruitment and annual physical fitness evaluation was implemented, incorporating job-related fitness testing (JRFT). The JRFT aims to evaluate the physical aptitude of recruits and existing staff members. Individuals must score 5.4 on the 15m multi-shuttle fitness test (Rutherford, 2023). 
The current JRFT for South Wales Police remains at level 5.4 on the 15m multi-shuttle fitness test. This has been in place for several years however an argument by PFEW Equality Lead Saunders (2023) states “The fitness test is not, and has never been, a measure of general fitness or health. It is simply a measure of physical capability to undertake Public & Personal Safety Training (PPST). Successful completion of PPST enables officers to be authorised as operationally competent”. He continues to state that there is no fitness test procedure as such, it is a test to see if Officers are capable of carrying out a specific task. “The vast majority of officers can complete the fitness test at 5.4, but as a test that gives access to work it has to be capable of being objectively justified as being appropriate and necessary to do the job under the Equality Act – and the level it can be justified at is now 3.7”. The National Police Chief Constables' Council (NPCC) Chief Constables' Council commissioned the College of Policing to produce the new PPST curriculum since the fitness test was not uniform across all forces and was not quite fit for policing in the 21st century. In addition to this, they commissioned a study to determine the physical standards one must meet to participate in the PPST programme. This came out as 3.7 on the multi-stage fitness test (the shuttle run) and importantly, not 5.4, which is the current standard.

[bookmark: _7eksnkblhs29]2.7 South Wales Police Mental Health Services
A "nine-point stress plan" was produced by the Police Federation in 2017 to assist police forces in England and Wales in better prioritising the welfare of their officers. The stress management guidelines that were established by the health and safety executive were included in this strategy. These standards indicate the areas that are at risk of experiencing stress.
In addition, the Police Federation conducted campaigns to remove the hurdles that were associated with the stigma of mental health and made certain that appropriate training was provided for management and welfare officers.  
Almost 5,600 people are employed by the South Wales Police, making it the biggest police force in Wales (South Wales Police, 2024a).
South Wales Police offer a service in partnership with TRiM. TRim is a Trauma Risk Management system which is a peer support system that focuses on trauma and is aimed to assist those who have been through a traumatic or potentially traumatic situation.
Practitioners of TRiM are individuals who are not medical professionals and have received specialised training that enables them to comprehend the consequences that traumatic experiences may have on individuals. Even though they are not counsellors or therapists, they can maintain anonymity, listen, and provide aid and advice that is both practical and helpful (March On Stress, 2012).
The Armed Forces of the United Kingdom initiated the TRiM model's initial development. It is predicated on the idea of "active monitoring," which is the practice of carefully checking individuals who have been exposed to a traumatic event, regardless of whether the individual has been actively involved or has been engaging from a distance. Active monitoring is the foundation of this approach.   
Oscar Kilo also assists the police forces that operate throughout England and Wales. Oscar Kilo, the National Police Wellbeing Service (NPWS) is there to provide assistance and direction to all police forces to enhance and expand upon the wellbeing that exists within their organisation. Specifically, the services have been established for Police by the policing community, and they are intended to cater to the specific requirements of officers and personnel (Oscar Kilo, 2024).

[bookmark: _wr7vd27u47yj]2.8 Conclusion
The literature review has shown a substantial body of research on mental ill-health in the field of Policing. It indicates that Policing is a demanding occupation due to the frequent exposure of Police to stressful and traumatic incidents. As a result, officers may experience mental health challenges, such as stress and burnout syndrome. Officers may hesitate to seek assistance due to the negative perception and stigma associated with mental well-being. The review also emphasises officers' physical fitness and proposes a potential correlation between officers experiencing mental ill-health issues and physical fitness levels.
This dissertation diverges from previous research by centring on the comparatively inadequate level of physical fitness that new and current officers must attain to be effective in their duties. One can question whether the low fitness level of Police forces is contributing to the rise in absence levels. This literature review has examined the manifestations of mental health symptoms and the consequences of low levels of physical fitness.  
[bookmark: _9pwf18ldfx7g]3. Research Methodology
[bookmark: _xkmtkyv1ssk8]3.1 Introduction
This study aims to explore the relationship between mental health and physical fitness among current serving South Wales Police Officers. It also examines if Police Forces prioritise the physical fitness of their officers, will this reduce the number of absences related to mental health.  This section will cover the methodology and methods used during the dissertation. This dissertation will use quantitative research to survey current serving police officers. According to Sheard (2018), quantitative research focuses on data that is either numerical or can be transformed into numerical form. The techniques employed to analyse numerical data are called 'statistics'. Statistical techniques focus on the arrangement, analysis, interpretation, and display of numerical data. 

[bookmark: _bg5tqh4pr6bs]3.2 Research Approaches
According to Taherdoost (2022a), there are three ways to examine and explain a study and its findings. These are quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods. Quantitative research is a method used to investigate and comprehend the significance that individuals or groups attribute to a social or human issue (Tumen Akyildiz, 2021). The research process entails the formulation of inquiries and methodologies, the collection of data within the context of the participant, the analysis of data by gradually moving from specific instances to broader patterns and the researcher's assessment of the data's significance (Sagepub, 2023). 
Research conducted by Taherdoost (2022b), states qualitative methods try to tackle the scientific and practical challenges faced by society, employing naturalistic and interpretative approaches to various topic matters. These methods employ diverse empirical resources, including case studies, personal experiences, and narratives, to illustrate the daily routines and challenges individuals face in their lives. The focus is on understanding the profound significance and motivations behind these events, which cannot be quantified. Mixed-method research integrates qualitative and quantitative research approaches to augment the findings and get a comprehensive understanding of the research topic (George, 2022). Due to the analytical nature and statistically led thesis of this dissertation, I will use the quantitative research method.     


[bookmark: _qs0ti6hjmquq]3.3 Data Collection Methods
According to Appau et al. (2022), a survey is a research approach that involves collecting information by asking a sample of individuals a series of questions and analysing their responses. Cherry (2023) states that surveys can be used to examine the characteristics, attitudes, or behaviours of individuals, whether they are related to a specific topic or other areas. The research by Cherry also demonstrates that surveys can provide a wide range of facts, which effectively reinforces the arguments put forth by researchers. The benefits of utilising a survey include the ability for the researcher to collect a substantial amount of data on a broad scale within a short timeframe, the absence of any cost associated with conducting the survey, and the ease of distributing and retaining the survey.
The data for this study will be gathered through the use of an online questionnaire, compiled through Survey Monkey. It will be shared through various works What’s App groups therefore targeting currently serving Police Officers. I will also post a link via the works intranet system which will expand the catchment of officers who are not currently using the What’s App system. This will ensure that a significant number of replies are received across the South Wales Police Force.
This research will be advanced with the help of the questions that will be included in the questionnaire, and a data matrix will also be utilised to select the most relevant data from the information that has been gathered. 
I will seek information and interview a member of staff from the Learning and Development Team based at the Force’s headquarters. I intend to interview an Officer Safety Trainer who has first-hand insight into, initially, the recruitment of officers and the annual fitness tests completed by officers. This will assist in the data gathering for physically unfit officers. I will also interview a member of the Occupational Health team, who will have first-hand knowledge of the Body Mass Index scale that South Wales Police use. I will also gather insight into the mental health aspect during this interview.    

[bookmark: _1ksv4uv]3.4 Time Scales
Two types of time scale studies have been considered for this research, Cross-Sectional and Longitudinal. Simkus (2021) defines cross-sectional studies have the purpose of providing a description of a variable rather than quantifying it. They can provide advantages in characterising a population or capturing a momentary representation of a group of individuals. A longitudinal study is a research method in which researchers make multiple observations of the same people over an extended period, often spanning several years. Bokulich et al. (2017) define a longitudinal study as a time scale that can last days, months or years, a researcher would examine a group of individuals or an ongoing survey multiple times to identify any changes over a long period. For this particular study, a cross-sectional study will be used due to its compatibility with the timeframe and the selected research subject, which focuses on examining certain populations in specific locations. 





[bookmark: _44sinio]3.5 Ethical Consideration
The research study is highly sensitive; hence the research and data collection process has been adhered to the ethical criteria outlined by the University. This will additionally protect the security and confidentiality of the participants. The research replies will be kept private, and no sharing of information will be allowed. In adherence to the ethical requirements, I acquired informed consent before conducting each interview. The study places utmost importance on maintaining confidentiality and ensuring anonymity. The survey will not require individuals to provide their identity or require them to disclose their contact information to ensure the study remains anonymous.
 
[bookmark: _2jxsxqh]3.6 Limitations
It is crucial to take into account any limitations that may develop during a study. A concern that may occur is the recent increase in recruited response officers. Whilst this will enhance the physical fitness aspect of the study, it may not have a significant impact on the desired mental health element due to the relatively short duration of service. 
A question in the survey asks participants about absences they have taken due to mental ill-health symptoms. Participants who answered positively are likely to have self-proclaimed their absence meaning when they have provided their answers there is potential, they could have under or over-estimated their time off work. Future research which involves requesting absence data from the Organisation will allow for more accurate results.    

[bookmark: _3j2qqm3]3.7 Data Analysis	
Following the collection of the largest number of replies, a comparison will be made between the data that was gathered by other researchers the ideas that were discussed in the literature review and the data that was received from the questionnaire. This comparison will be conducted to analyse the data. It is because of this that not only will the data acquired by other researchers be strengthened, but also the questions that are particularly explored in this research study. I have high hopes that it will be able to offer a satisfactory response to this research. 

[bookmark: _v1dr0mh2l80s]3.8 Conclusion
The information and data that are necessary for this study will be gathered through the use of a controlled quantitative survey framework that will include questions and concerns connected to the relationship between mental health and physical fitness. In addition to that, I will interview a member of the occupational health team as well as a trainer specifically for officer safety. Throughout the entirety of the research, the ethical considerations have been addressed and adhered to, to provide complete anonymity, confidentiality, and the opportunity to withdraw from participation. Concerning this methodology, both limitations and data analysis have been taken into consideration and underlined.  






[bookmark: _itnlcd6uwuaa]4. Research Findings
4.1 Introduction
The questionnaire distributed to the South Wales Police Force via various means including the Force’s internal system, resulted in 184 participants. The results were mixed from different demographic groups concerning age and gender. The results have been collated and processed to answer the objectives outlined in Chapter 1.3 Research Questions. 

1. Is there a relationship between poor mental ill-health and physical fitness in current serving Police Officers? 
2. Is there a relationship between poor mental ill-health, physical fitness, and absence records in current serving Police Officers? 
3. What help and support do South Wales Police provide to their Officers to overcome these challenges?

Of the 184 participants, 70.65% were male, 21.74% were female, and 7.61% preferred not to say. Gender is a significant determinant of health, with females exhibiting poorer mental health and greater neuronal emotional response to stress activities centring on resolving issues when compared to males (Balhara, Verma and Gupta, 2012).
Age ranges differed significantly resulting in 51.09% in the 25-34 age range, 27.17% being 34-44, 16.667% being 18-24 years of age and 5.1% being 44-54 years old. A majority of the respondents, specifically over 65%, reported having three years of service or less, which increases their likelihood of experiencing mental health problems. According to Hurley (2024), resilience refers to both the process and the outcome of successfully adapting to difficult or challenging life experiences. Recruits or younger in-service Police Officers may not have experienced traumatic experiences in their lifetime. According to Granero-Jiménez et al. (2022), regular physical activity is known to increase resilience by reducing stress and improving overall well-being.




















4.2 Analysis of Results


Figure 1.1 - This graph shows the percentage of respondents who consider themselves obese.
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The results from the survey show the majority of respondents do not consider themselves obese however a large percentage shows that over 20% of respondents consider themselves obese. 


Figure 1.2 - This graph shows the percentage of people who have failed the BMI testing procedure at the initial recruitment stage
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Figure 1.3 - This graph highlights the percentage of officers who have failed the Police bleep/fitness test. 

[image: Chart]

Figures 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 all suggest that a large number of officers consider themselves medically obese, failed the BMI testing procedure at the initial recruitment stage, and over 32% of officers failed the bleep fitness test at some stage during their time in service. This is interesting data which corresponds with the study conducted by Sabey (2023) that highlights a similar percentage of officers failing their fitness test.
Research conducted by Otu (2015) states, that the Body Mass Index test can produce inaccurate results due to its reliance on the correlation between height and weight. It is crucial to distinguish between being overweight and being obese. As per the National Institutes of Health (NIH), overweight refers to having a body weight that is at least 10% higher than the ideal weight for a certain individual. The Body Mass Index (BMI) is the prevailing approach for standardising a weight index based on a person's height. This study employed a specific methodology to choose participants for the investigation. An issue with relying solely on BMI as a measurement is that it may lead to misclassification of individuals who have a high level of muscularity. In this study, obesity is defined as a weight that exceeds the commonly accepted healthy range for a given height. Specifically, it refers to adults who have a Body Mass Index (BMI) of 30 or higher who are regarded to be physically unfit.  









Figure 1.4 - Have you ever felt burnt out or been highly stressed at work? 

[image: Chart]

The data on the chart shows a large number of respondents 83.7% have felt burnt out or have been highly stressed at work, with only 16.3% of respondents answering no to the question. The data indicates that Policing is a highly stressful role one which can cause Job burnout syndrome, stress, anxiety, and mental health issues. This is interesting as the data matches up with similar research conducted by BAKA, (2015), where burnout has been mentioned. As highlighted in the literature research chapter, job burnout is defined as “becoming exhausted by making excessive demands on energy, strength or resources” in the workplace. A psychological syndrome consists of three symptoms – emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced personal accomplishment. The respondents of the study have further solidified the above research and highlighted that Policing, to this date, can have detrimental effects on one's mental health and well-being.   














Figure 1.5 - This graph asks if respondents have ever taken sick days due to poor mental ill-health.
[image: Chart]
The above question was asked due to the findings by Roach and Cartwright (2023) which indicated between 2008 and 2018 Police employee absence due to psychological ill-health, trauma and stress had nearly doubled in the past ten years to an absence rate of 8.82%. Furthermore, the present study found that 39% of those who take a first leave of absence due to mental ill-health, go on to take further absences from work. 51% of respondents stated they had taken a leave of sickness due to poor mental health.  Roach and Cartwright also concluded that 45% were males and 55% were females. Interestingly they state that 45.5% were Police Constables and 44.46% were Police staff. This opens up an opportunity that can be further researched by differentiating between job roles within further research. 
The highest age group for the study is between the ages of 35 and 44, resulting in 33.9% being most likely to take leave due to mental ill health. The second highest is the 45 to 54 years age group resulting in 31.5%. Scoring is relatively low are the 25 to 34 years age group, resulting in 24.45%. This somewhat conflicts with the study conducted by Hurley (2024) who stated “Resilience refers to both the process and the outcome of successfully adapting to difficult or challenging life experiences. Recruits or younger in-service Police Officers may not have experienced traumatic experiences in their lifetime” 
















Figure 1.6 - This graph shows the results from respondents when asked; Do you believe Police Officers should have to achieve a higher fitness level than 5.4 on the bleep test? 
[image: Chart]
This question has produced some interesting results. The data suggests that 62% of respondents agree the fitness testing level should be higher than the current 5.4 level on the Bleep Test. However, 5.4% of respondents disagree. As we have already discovered over 20% of respondents consider themselves medically obese and over 30% of respondents have already failed the fitness test whilst serving as a Police Officer. There are some concerning factors which are required to be highlighted within these results. Officers should be reminded of the Code of Ethics as outlined by the College of Policing (2024). 
Wellness and Wellbeing
· ensure that when we believe we are unfit to undertake our role or are impaired for duty, we declare this to the appropriate person as soon as practicable.
· are prepared to do what we can to address personal matters when they have an impact on our ability to discharge our professional responsibilities, seeking appropriate support when this is needed.
Doing Our Best
· promote a positive professional image of the police service at all times.




[image: Chart]Figure 1.7 - This graph asks respondents what their obstacle to staying active is.







The data suggests that Officers' biggest challenge to staying active is time. 39.1% selected this option. Lack of knowledge was the second-highest option scoring 32.6% suggesting Officers do not know how to be active. This suggests Officers do not have a rigorous fitness plan outside of the working environment. Motivation is a strong factor for 27.2% of Officers. This backs up the literature review (2.4.1 Sedentary Lifestyle and Inactivity) research, where research conducted by Kecklund and Axelsson, (2016) states that constantly working long, irregular hours, including night shifts, can cause fatigue, demotivated and deteriorating physical health by interfering with sleep, eating, and exercise routines.
Interestingly, South Wales Police do not provide Officers with a fitness plan. The Metropolitan Police offer a 7-day training plan over six weeks. It is suggested that Officers follow this plan intending to achieve the 5.4 Bleep Fitness Test (www.joiningthepolice.co.uk, 2023).  This training plan is available online as an open-source document.




















Figure 1.8 - This graph questions; if Officers were provided with a fitness plan to complete at work or home, would you commit to it?

[image: Chart]
This graph data suggests that almost 68% of Officers would welcome the opportunity to become physically fit during their working day or during their rest days. Officers (67.9%) were very likely and (26.6%) somewhat likely to complete a fitness plan when provided by the Police Force. Figure 1.7 suggests time is a key obstacle to staying active therefore affirming figure 1.8 which suggests Officers would be very likely or somewhat likely to partake in a fitness plan if it was included in their daily working shift pattern. By the Police Force issuing a fitness plan or guidance, would address the lack of knowledge factor in Figure 1.7 also.    























Figure 1.9 - Respondents were asked; If offered, how likely would you use the fitness facilities provided by South Wales Police if they were free of charge? 

[image: Chart]


The above data suggests over 97% of Officers would be likely or somewhat likely to utilise the Forces’ health and fitness equipment if provided free of charge. Over 2% of officers were split on the decision. This conflicts with Figure 1.7 where over 27% of Officers have selected motivation as a key obstacle to not being active, as potentially the monetary aspect could be a factor, as a result perhaps further research is required to be conducted to explore this area. South Wales Police currently have a Police Sport South Wales(PSSW) initiative which, when paid monthly, offers help to support wellbeing through sporting activities. PSSW actively funds 28 supporting sections within the force and offers exclusive discounts for theatre tickets, products, day trips, and more (South Wales Police, 2024).  


Figure 1.10 - Respondents were asked; Have you ever used the support available to assist in poor mental ill-health? (Trim, Oscar Kilo)
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Figure 1.11 - Respondents were asked; if they have not used the support available to assist in poor mental ill-health, what is putting them off from not reaching out?  
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This data highlights the fear of stigma is one of the main reasons why Officers do not seek help with their mental ill-health. Over 67% of Officers reported this. This data correlates with research conducted by Bell, Palmer-Conn and Kealey (2021), and is highlighted in the literature review. (2.3.3 stigma) Bell, Palmer-Conn and Kealey state that mental health-related illness stigma is prevalent within Policing therefore seeking help is avoided. Those who seek help are seen as malingerers. Consequently, disclosing a mental health issue can be seen as career-destroying. 25% of Officers responded that they were in denial about suffering from mental ill-health and 2.7% saw seeking help as a waste of time. Interestingly, the data highlighted in Figure 1.5, asks the question to have you ever taken sick days due to poor mental ill-health? Over 51% answered yes to the question however as highlighted in Figure 1.10, only 10.9% of respondents had sought help for the illness. This again reaffirms Figure 1.11 and the research associated with stigma.   
 


















Figure 1.12 - Respondents were asked; Do you believe there is a relationship between officer physical fitness and Mental Health?

[image: Chart]


This data highlights the thought process associated with Officer physical fitness and mental ill-health, with 87% of respondents selecting they believe there is a relationship between Officer physical fitness and mental ill-health. However, research conducted by Choi et al. (2019) suggests there is no direct relationship between physical fitness and depression, depression being a common mental health ailment. Choi et al. stated “Recent evidence has suggested that physical activity may protect against the risk of depression. However, if the relationship between physical activity and depression is not causal, recommendations to promote physical activity, while beneficial for other health outcomes, would yield limited results for depression”. 
Research conducted on a cohort by Bell et al. (2019) reaffirms the argument by stating “This study found no strong evidence that physical activity is associated with better mental wellbeing or reduced symptoms of mental health disorder in adolescents. However, a protective association between physical activity and the emotional problems subscale of the SDQ was found. This suggests that physical activity has the potential to reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety in adolescents”.


















4.3 Occupational Health Worker Interview
I interviewed an Occupational Health worker based at the Occupational Health Centre in the South Wales Police Force. The professional will remain anonymous due to the data protection legislation aspect of the interview. 

I started by asking the health Worker to explain the current BMI testing process. The Health Worked explained:

“The target for all recruits is to hit over 18 and under 32 on the BMI test. This can vary due to many factors and each individual is different. Factors include age, height, weight and Musco skeletal factors for example bodybuilders may score higher on the test due to their height-to-weight ratio. If recruits are below 18 or above the 32 marks, they will not be considered fit for employment unless their body fat is 30% or lower for males and 36% for females. That does not mean that's the end of the road for them in terms of joining the Police though. It simply means their application may be delayed until they reach the required mark”.

When asked what approximate percentage of recruits fail the BMI test the health worker stated:  

“Many will reach the required target, however in all walks of life, everyone is different. We tend to ask recruits to complete the 5.4 bleep test before attending Occupational Health. This allows us as an Organisation a head start in knowing that a recruit has already completed the fitness test, which usually means they are physically fit for duty. I believe recruits are physically assessed on the fitness test before attending here for their BMI, eyesight, and hearing test. They then complete one final bleep test before being offered the job. 
As a percentage for failing the BMI, out of 100 recruits I would say 5 (5%) of them will fail the test and will be pushed back a cohort to reduce their score”. 

Do you think the BMI test is an accurate test to assess a person’s health?  

“The BMI test measures the chances of developing long-term illness such as heart disease or diabetes. Scoring higher in the test indicates a higher chance of developing these illnesses. However, the test cannot tell the difference between muscle and fat making it a guide as opposed to definite. As an Occupational Health worker, I have to ensure the individual is physically fit to undertake the role of a Police Officer. I also have the organisation's best interests to protect in ensuring the correct person is recruited for the role”.
 















4.4 Officer Safety Trainer Interview 
I conducted an interview with an Officer Safety Trainer based at South Wales Police Headquarters. The name of the Trainer will remain anonymous due to data protection legislation.  
I started by asking the Trainer to explain the current fitness process for recruits and current serving Officers. The Trainer explained:

“The current Job-Related Fitness Test is set out by the College Of Policing. It states Officers are to achieve level 5.4 on the multi-shuttle fitness test. This requires participants to run back and forth in line with a series of bleeps on a 15-metre track. This is conducted in the sports hall. As the level progresses, the bleeps will become progressively faster requiring the participant to work harder between bleeps. Participants must reach the end of the shuttle before or on the bleep. If participants do not achieve this the first time, the trainer will shout a warning to them to speed up. If the participant consecutively fails 3 times, they will be removed from the test and be required to complete another one at a later date. This may result in them being pushed behind in the recruitment process or being removed from the process completely”.
“Current Officers are tested on the JRFT annually as part of the Public and Personal Safety Training. This ensures all Officers are fit enough to cope with the demands of the job. Currently, Officers who fail the annual JRFT will be asked to attend 6 weeks after failing to re-run the test. In my opinion, this is sufficient time for Officers to adapt themselves and safely complete the JRFT, however, if the retesting officer fails, they will be put onto a development plan, to which they have to increase their overall level of fitness. An Officer Safety Trainer will also provide the failing Officer with a fitness plan to ensure the Officer passes on the third attempt”.   

I asked how many recruits failed the fitness test on average. The reply was:

“That is difficult to answer without the statistics to hand. On average in an intake of say 36 recruits, 4-5 will likely fail (11%). Some people will pass finding it easy however I have witnessed some people being physically sick after level 4. That’s not good at all, especially when they have had guidance within their recruitment packs and recommendations on how to prepare for the test. Recruits will get a second chance to complete the test if they have failed however this will likely push their recruitment date back somewhat”. 

I asked how many current officers failed the test annually. The reply was:

“The majority of Officers who fail will fail in the first year of their probation. This is likely due to several factors which they are going through or have gone through. The first is the difficult, relatively sedentary six-month initial training process. This is not entirely however vastly spent in the classroom learning Police law, Police procedures and Policy. This process is study-heavy, which requires Officers to pass two or three exams throughout the six months. This also induces stress to the students and requires a large amount of home study”. 

The second is stress due to learning the role. The first year can be highly stressful for new Officers who are finding their feet and learning the job day in and day out. From my experience Officers who are stressed are less likely to be active, almost de-motivated to be physically active. 
At the annual Personal and Public Safety Training (PPST), we see some Officers fail the JRFT due to the above. Approximately 2 out of 40 (5%) Officers will require retaking the JRFT. They have the option to retake the test before day 2 of the PPST or they have six weeks to pass the fitness test. Again, if they fail at the second attempt, Officers will be put onto an action plan and provided with a training plan to aid them in passing.     
I asked for their opinion on whether they think the fitness test of 5.4 is high enough for Officers to be fit for duty. The reply was:

“Personally, I do not think it's of a high enough standard due to the public's perception of obese or overweight Officers. Policing is a professional organisation which prides itself on providing a first-class public service. Officers should look and feel like they can handle whatever is thrown at them throughout their shift. Being fit for work is also in the Peelian Principles that every Officer should adhere to. I believe there is a strong connection between mental ill-health and personal fitness however I understand that South Wales Police cannot force Officers to become physically fit. I also understand that some Officers are restricted however these Officers are not public facing.  It’s a difficult question to answer due to Response Officers are accountable for the incidents which come in over the radio system. Officers cannot spend time in work whilst being responsible for the 999 calls. Other departments may have the freedom of utilising the fitness equipment within stations and therefore are at a slight advantage. 

4.5 Conclusion
This chapter explores the information and data that was gathered via the survey and interview method for the purpose of this dissertation project have been presented and described in depth. The dissertation’s aim is to answer the objectives and research questions as discussed above. The analysis has been presented in simple pie-chart format therefore is simple to understand. 
Chapter 5 will conclude the data gathered and will highlight further research to be conducted. Recommendations will also be provided as to how South Wales Police can assist in the physical fitness and help their Officers who are suffering from mental-ill health. 

























5. Final Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Aims of the Research
This research project aimed to explore the relationship between physical fitness and mental ill-health in Police Officers. It also aimed to answer the question; Is there a relationship between poor mental health, physical fitness, and absence records in current serving Police Officers?
The research questions covered areas of obesity, BMI testing, JRFT, absences and mental health issues all of which are related to the initial questions of the research. 
As a reminder the objectives of the research are as follows:
1. Is there a relationship between poor mental health and physical fitness in current serving Police Officers? 
2. Is there a relationship between poor mental health, physical fitness, and absence records in current serving Police Officers? 
3. What help and support do South Wales Police provide to their Officers to overcome these challenges? 
A quantitative research method was used for this purpose in an attempt to reach out to as many Officers as possible. 
5.3 Discussion and Recommendations
This study has explored Police Officers opinions and views in relation to physical fitness and mental health. Unfortunately, a relatively small quantity of Officers participated in the study. For a more in-depth study to be completed and to enable a broader understanding of the subject, additional participants will be required. The study was sent to Response Officers only. Reaching a larger audience may have increased participation figures. 
Overwhelmingly a large percentage of participants agree that there is a positive relationship between physical fitness and mental ill-health. 
Research conducted by Richardson et al. (2005), suggests regular physical activity can improve mental health among people with serious mental illness. “Improvements in quality of life and emotional well-being due to physical activity have been reported even in the absence of objective diagnostic improvement. Exercise interventions for people with schizophrenia identified eight pre-experimental, three quasi-experimental, and only one experimental study. The authors concluded that exercise could alleviate secondary symptoms of schizophrenia, such as depression, low self-esteem, and social withdrawal”. 
Overall, the study has shown a mixture of views, opinions, and theories, however there is further research to be conducted as to why Officers are unwilling to seek help from internal or external mental health agencies. Seeking help is avoided due to the perceived stigma Officers may face if they do reach out. Understanding and tackling this issue could be an approach for South Wales Police in order to increase participation of Officers. 

It may also be useful to compare experiences of Officers who have stated they have been absent from work due to mental ill-health. This requires further research to be conducted and the use of a qualitative study to determine if their experiences have certain triggers or similarities that can be prevented or limited by the Police Force. Following this research early intervention methods can be implemented to decrease the issues.    

Absences levels have been discussed in the survey however participants who answered positively are likely to have self-proclaimed their absence, meaning when they have provided their answers there is potential, they could have under or over-estimated their time off work. Future research which involves requesting absence data from the Organisation will allow for more accurate results. 

Shift allowances may also help with the fitness aspect of Officers. Currently Response Officers are governed by the 999 system and are responsible for responding to emergency calls when required. This makes any time for physical fitness/conditioning during the shift impossible. An overwhelming majority of participants stated time and lack of knowledge was a key factor in not participating in physical activity. Further research could be conducted by South Wales Police where 4 hours of shift work per 6-day set, could be used for physical activity by Officers. This could be utilised on shift change over or during the ‘super noon’ shifts. South Wales Police may also consider providing Officers with a fitness plan and diary to help increase their knowledge. 
Additionally, South Wales Police in conjunction with The Police Federation may wish to organise a discount opportunity with local commercial gyms/ leisure centres to enhance Officer participation. 
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