Literature Review Chapter

This literature review will provide research with an aim to review the exhibiting effects the role of a frontline police officer has on their mental health and wellbeing.  As frontline police officers you will be the face of the Constabulary supporting local communities, building relationships and combating crime. It is a vital role and one that makes a tangible difference to the communities in which we serve (The role of a police officer, no date).  The introduction of the Police Education Qualification Framework (PEQF), a main function of Policing Vision 2025 and 2030 (Hough, M. and Stanko, E.A, 2019) has meant that the way in which student police officers train for their career has transformed.  The PEQF has added further demand to the role of a police officer which is already a physically, mentally and emotional role.  Furthermore, it is important to consider the stigma which is attached to mental health and that those who work for an emergency service within the UK are more likely to experience poor mental health yet are unlikely to take time off or request help (Bell, S. and Eski, Y, 2015).
It is clear that there is a considerable amount of research already being carried out surrounding mental health and wellbeing for a police officer serving on the frontline, however, there needs to be more research conducted in order to improve officers mental wellbeing and mental health so that the role does not affect their personal lives.  This literature review will evaluate officer demands which includes both staffing levels and attending traumatic incidents.  Sickness absence has become a growing concern in the UK police force, employing approximately 130,000 police officers (Hargreaves et al, 2018). 
According to the Home Office figures, between March 2010 and March 2018, police forces in England and Wales lost 21,732 officers - a drop of 15%, this decrease in numbers was a massive safety risk to UK police officers (Schraer, R, 2019).  A report published by Home Office statistician John Flatley in March 2021 highlights the year on year change in UK police officer numbers.  Figure 1.1 shows a graph outlining the change in officer numbers from 2010-2021. 

Figure 1.1 – National Statistics Police workforce, England and Wales: 31 March 2021.  
Figure 1: Year on year change in officer numbers (FTE)
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The figures show an increase of 5% in officer numbers on March 2020 and the largest year on year change since the year ending March 2004.  Excluding transfers, 12,127 new police officers joined the 43 territorial police forces in England and Wales in the year ending March 2021.  As at 31 March 2021, there were 1,965 full-time equivalent (FTE) police officers on long-term sick leave in the 43 forces in England and Wales which was equivalent to 1.5% of police officers in England and Wales, Police Workforce, England and Wales: 31 March 2021 Second edition (2021).  Following a decrease in officer number in 2018 as shown in the above graph, The College of Policing noted that there was a need to manage the rise on police officer demand with the decrease in officer numbers.  In 2018, Chief Constable Andy Rhodes who is the NPCC National Lead for Wellbeing & Engagement published the Response to trauma in policing which noted that the role of a police officer is changing by means of work demand, police officers are now required to take up social welfare roles as well as traditional policing roles.  Despite the UK governments unprecedented drive to increase police officer ranks by 20,000 over the next 3 years.  According to the College of Policing (2018), a police officer’s mental health and wellbeing can be affected from carrying out their role which has led into the introduction of The National Policing Wellbeing Service and Oscar Kilo.  Oscar Kilo, (no date), the National Police Wellbeing Service (NPWS) has been set up to provide support and guidance for all police forces to help improve and build upon wellbeing within their organisation. There services are designed to meet the unique needs of police officers and staff.  

Frontline police officers provide a daily response to incidents which are reported by members of the public, some of these incidents maybe graded as critical, the College of Policing’s introduction and types of critical incidents (2021), defines a critical incident as ‘any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community’.  These critical incidents can cause a frontline officer to be exposed to many traumatic experiences, a study conducted by Carlier, Voerman, and Gersons (2000) found that 243 police officers who had experienced a critical incident showed immediate signs of ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ (PTSD), (Carlier, Voerman, & Gersons, 2000).  It’s widely understood that countless people suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). That could include you facing a violent assault, PTSD following assault (2021).  According to the Office for National statistics, Officers were victims of 10,399 alleged assaults that caused injuries last year, which is up 32% from 7,903 recorded in 2015-16.  There were a further 20,578 reported assaults on front line officers who were not injured in the attacks.  All recorded assaults on officers have risen by around 18% in the 12 months to March 2019 compared to the preceding year, Sky (2019).
Challenges of police work and the psychological impact
Due to the incidents police officers are exposed to and the nature of the role, this will lead to psychological effects and trauma.  Police work is challenging in multiple ways. Police officers are often mandated to respond to and resolve violent situations (e.g., violent criminals, terrorist attacks, domestic violence). Thereby, they may often be forced to use lethal force to resolve such dangerous incidents effectively, Karlsson I., Christianson S. Å, (2006).  A major survey carried out by Miller, J. (2019) in England, Wales and Scotland titled, ‘The Job, The Life’ found that 90% of police workers who responded had been exposed to trauma.  Of these, one in five reported experiencing either PTSD or complex PTSD symptoms in the past four weeks.  Following this research Dr Jess Miller went on to say ‘For the first time in the UK we can see behind the cultural trope of the burnt-out copper who has seen too much.  This is a clinical and public sector crisis’.  This study contradicts the evidence suggesting that the increase in police number for 2018 will help response officers as there is still a clear effect on response officers’ mental wellbeing.  
Police work also means officers have to be both engaged with members of the public and vigilant, Hesketh, I. and Tehrani, N. (2018), explains that if officer workload is not managed appropriately it has the potential to result in hyperarousal, psychological exhaustion and burnout.  A study conducted by the College of Policing supports this evidence and states that, burnout is characterised as chronic workplace stress that has not been sufficiently managed, research has suggested that burnout and moral injury are phenomena which affect those in the police.  Burnout is more likely to happen with this increase in work demand, Exploring the experiences of workplace stress within the UK police (2022).
Impact the role of response policing has on officers’ mental wellbeing
The nature of the job as a response police officer means they have little to no control over their day-to-day activities.  Response officers may also experience primary trauma due to direct exposure to traumatic scenes or events. They may also suffer compassion fatigue created by the emotional labour of dealing with the high expectations of the public in situations where there is conflict or highly emotional or distressed people, Responding to trauma in policing - college of policing (2020).  The Home Office Police Workforce Report 2017 identified that response officers and staff form the largest group in policing and account for most sickness absence. In 2017, a police workforce report showed that there were 2,358 full-time officers on long-term sick, a further 4,426 on recuperative duties and 4,111 in adjusted/restricted duty posts (Home Office 2017).  This finding again shows the large scale of sickness levels for frontline police officers, Hesketh, I. and Tehrani, N. (2018) states that mental health accounts for a high proportion of police sickness and he also makes reference to response police officers accounting for the highest records of sickness within the police population.  It is also important to note that response police officers work shifts which include two days, two afternoons and two-night shifts.  Workers who engage in shift work or who work long hours can experience considerable disruption of family and social activities as many of these rhythms of the general population are oriented around the day. Saturday and Sunday work, for example, can preclude involvement in sporting events or religious activities. Shift work can thus lead to social marginalisation.  Shift work can also affect your health in the following ways, reducing your quality and quantity of sleep, increase fatigue and can lead to an increased risk of anxiety, depression and neuroticism, Harrington, J.M. (2001).  
In 2016 Police Care UK conducted a survey for injury on duty research with Surrey Police, following this research 10,987 UK serving police officers took part, 81% of respondents stated they had experienced at least one physical injury or mental health issue due to their police work, 76% said this was in the past five years and 45% of police officers said this resulted in them taking a week or longer off work.  Anxiety and depression were the most commonly reported psychological injuries or mental health issues, whilst a substantial number of participants reported PTSD, Injury on duty (2022).  Hesketh, I. and Tehrani, N. (2018) state that historically, injuries such as muscular injuries accounted for most of the sickness, however, there is an increase in mental health which accounts for a higher proportion of sickness.   A Police Federation survey of 17,000 officers in 2016 showed an alarming set of statistics around mental health of officers, with 39% seeking help with mental health issues.  More than a quarter of officers who have taken sick leave attributed it to stress, depression or anxiety, while 65% said they still went to work even though they felt they shouldn’t have because of the state of their mental wellbeing, Mental health (2022).  These findings would suggest that although the sample size is small, the recent influx in police officers for the UK has not been affective in helping with officers’ mental health.  These figures also indicate that the support in place for mental health within the police service is not effective.

Stigma on Mental Illness
According to Wester Et Al (2010), stigma is a label given to those who may have a personal or physical characteristic that distinguishes them from others.  The social stigma which is attached to mental health and the discrimination people face, make it difficult for them to seek any psychological intervention, Kotera & Ting (2019).  This is similar with police officers who experience increased stigma and tend to have negative opinions about seeking psychological support, Soomro and Yanos (2018).  The decision for officer to not disclose mental health conditions can affect their mental wellbeing, Stuart (2017).  It is important to consider mental health stigma involved in police work to help prevent officers from suffering in silence.

Support and coping strategies
TRiM (Trauma Risk Management) is a welfare led process intended to assess the response of a member of staff (including certain affiliated groups such as special constables) exposed to a potentially traumatic incident.  There is a foreseeable risk that individuals, who have been exposed to potentially traumatic events, could develop long-term psychological problems, including, though least likely, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). TRiM is the force's response to minimise that risk.  TRiM complies with National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), Trauma risk incident management (TRIM) protocol - Kent Police (2023).  TRiM is used throughout police forces in the UK as a way to identify and support risk involved in critical incidents, the person is assessed for an initial 72 hours before a follow up appointment one month on from the incident.  Following the assessment, a referral can be submitted for officers to receive psychological support.  
TRiM is a peer-support process that aims to support employees following trauma, reduce stigma, and encourage help-seeking. Research within military populations has provided preliminary support for the beneficial effects, and importantly no detrimental effects of using TRiM. However, to date there are only a small number of studies that have conducted research into the use of TRiM with police populations.  In 2018, a cross-sectional online questionnaire study compared 693 personnel from 3 police forces using TRiM, with 166 personnel from 2 forces without TRiM. The questionnaire included measures of PTSD symptomatology, barriers to help-seeking, self-stigma, and public-stigma. The TRiM group reported lower levels of PTSD symptoms, demonstrated less stigma views toward experiencing mental health difficulties, and perceived fewer barriers to seeking help than the non-TRiM group, Watson, L. and Andrews, L. (2018).  However, it is important to consider this as a small sample size and there maybe potential for further research on the use of TRiM.  Furthermore, the research conducted by Watson, L. and Andrews, L. (2018) shows a step in the right direction for police forces to implement this support process.
The NHS have outlined three main types of talking therapies when treating people with PTSD.  Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is a type of talking therapy that aims to help you manage problems by changing how you think and act.  Trauma-focused CBT uses a range of psychological techniques to help you come to terms with the traumatic event.  Eye movement desensitisation and reprocessing (EMDR) is a psychological treatment which has been found to help reduce symptoms of PTSD.  The process itself involves people recalling traumatic incidents in detail whilst making eye movements.  Finally, signposting victims of PTSD to support charities which include Combat Stress, Rape Crisis, Victim Support and CRUSE which is a support charity for people who have experienced a bereavement, Treatment - Post-traumatic stress disorder (2022).
In 2017 Stephen Joseph, Steve Regel, Belinda Harris and David Murphy provided evidence of another technique which is sometimes used, this is known as Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT).  EFT is known to stem a person Thought Field Therapy (TFT) which has developed a specific trauma treatment involving the therapist tapping at points on the upper body area.  Research suggests that there is more support for EMDR, however, some clients may find EFT more helpful.  Stephen Joseph also states that there is more research which is supportive of CBT as a way of treating symptoms of PTSD, Joseph, S. (2017).
Trauma Impact Prevention Techniques (TIPT) is another coping strategy which has been implemented in the UK police service.  Soffia, M. (2019) conducted a study in TIPT between March 2018 – Mach 2019 with 70 new recruits at Greater Manchester Police after the Manchester arena bombing in 2017.  Findings showed these techniques to be teachable and immediately effective with increasing the sense of safety and ease around difficult incidents and recall.  This study found an improved recall of 65% remembering between one and ten new details about what happened, 99% of participants successfully recalled and applied ‘safety sues’ to their memory of the difficult incident and 60% of people were likely to find it easy too apply these techniques to incidents in the future.  In March 2021 over 1250 officers and staff have been trained in the techniques and results continue to show the techniques both safe and effective in increasing individuals’ ability to make sense of difficult experiences.


Research Findings
Following my review of this research it is evident that police officers deal with a wide variety of different incidents which are traumatic or may subject them to trauma, these incidents may cause police officers to suffer serious effects to their physical and psychological wellbeing.  Research suggests this will lead to an increased chance of traumatic stress and policing sickness levels only getting higher.  The generic policing approach to dealing with trauma is allowing staff to be subjected to it before offering support such as TRiM methods or other coping strategies, however, I believe after reviewing the research surrounding trauma prevention techniques that this should be considered and more research needs to be conducted regarding the benefits of building a strong resilience to trauma for police officers.  
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