5.1 Introduction.
This chapter delves into the findings of the study and draws together the quantitative and qualitative findings presented in Chapter 4 and situates them within the context of the existing literature explored in Chapter 2. Additionally, it considered the implications of the findings for policing practice and organisational mental welfare provision, before outlining the limitations of the study and suggesting recommendations for necessary further research. 

5.2 Impacts of Traumatic Exposure.
The findings demonstrate that exposure to traumatic incidents is a routine and highly frequent aspect of operational policing within Gwent Police The majority of participants reported being exposed to traumatic incident either frequently or very frequently, supporting existing research which identifies policing as a profession characterised by repeated exposures to violence, death and distress (Brewin et al., 2020). This reinforces the notion that trauma within policing should be recognised as an occupational hazard as opposed to an exceptional occurrence. 

Participants reported exposures to a wide range of traumatic incidents, such as domestic abuse, sudden and or violent deaths, fatal road traffic collisions, suicide, child abuse, and exposure to graphic material. These findings closely align with national and international studies that identify similar incident types as particularly distressing and psychologically harmful for police officers (Brewin et al., 2022; Purba and Demou, 2019). The breadth of exposure highlighted in this study emphasises the cumulative nature of trauma, whereby officers are not affected by a single critical incident but repeated exposures over their day-to-day duty.

The emotional impact of these incidents was evidence, with over two thirds of participants reporting that their experiences were moderately to extremely distressing. This supports previous research indicating elevated levels of psychological strain among police officers, including symptoms associated with stress, anxiety, and post traumatic stress disorder (Miller et al., 2018). Although some officers may develop adaptive coping mechanising’s over time, the studies findings emphasises that emotional distress remains prevalent and persistent particularly where exposure is repeated and unmanaged.

5.3 Coping Strategies.
This study highlighted that officers rely on informal coping strategies, particularly peer support. Talking to colleagues was the most reported coping mechanism, highlighting the importance of sharing understanding and occupational camaraderie within policing culture. The findings reflect existing literature which suggests that peer support is often perceives as more accessible and less stigmatising than formal psychological interventions (Papazoglou and Bulmber, 2020)/.

However, the findings also revealed the use of potentially maladaptive coping strategies, including emotional suppression, avoidance, humour, and excessive alcohol consumption. Half of the respondents reported avoidance or emotional suppression, which aligns with research suggesting that emotional detachment is a common response to trauma in policing but may exacerbate long-term psychological harm (Arble and Arntex, 2016). The reported use of alcohol as a coping mechanism further reflects concerns raised in the literature regarding unhealthy behavioural responses to occupational stressors (Violanti et al., 2018).

Engagement with formal support mechanisms such as counselling or mindfulness-based interventions was comparatively low. This supports previous findings that police officers are often reluctant to access professional mental health services, despite experiences significant trauma and distress (Mind, 2020). The limited uptake of formal support suggest that availability alone is insufficient and that cultural and organisational barriers continue to influence officers help-seeking behaviour.

5.4 Awareness of Perceived Effectiveness of Organisational Support.
Awareness of available mental health and wellbeing support varied considerable among the respondents, with a substantial proportion reporting low levels of awareness. This indicates a disconnect between organisational provision and frontline understanding, supporting previous research which highlights communication failures surrounding wellbeing services within police forces (Craddock, 2021).

Participants also expressed dissatisfaction with the effectiveness of current support systems. Over half rated organisational support as ineffective, which mirrors findings from national surveys indicating that many officers perceive wellbeing interventions as superficial or a “tick box exercise” (Elliott-Davies, 2021). Qualitative responses further reinforce this perception, with many officers expressing concerns regarding confidentially, stigma and the potential impact of accessing support on career progression. 

Furthermore, concerns about confidentiality and stigma were particularly reoccurring and closely reflect existing research that identifies a persistent “macho” culture within policing that discourages vulnerability and openness (Mind, 2019). Officers’ dears that seeking support may negatively affect career progression or specialist posting represent a significant organisational barrier and undermine the intended purpose of wellbeing initiatives.

5.5 Implications for Policing Practice. 
The findings of this study highlight several important implications for the policing practices. Firstly, there is a clear necessity for more initiative-taking and preventative approaches to trauma support, rather than reactive measures readily available only following critical incidents. Routine check-ins and normalised conversations surrounding wellbeing may help to reduce stigma and identify emerging issues earlier.

Secondly, improved communication and awareness surrounding the available support services is essential. Officers cannot access support that they are unaware of, and clear signposting may improve officers’ engagement with existing resources. Thirdly concerns around confidentiality must be addresses through the expansion of independent or external support options, which may be perceived as more trustworthy by officers.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that supervisors and managers play a crucial role in shaping the wellbeing culture. Enhanced training for supervisors to recognise signs of trauma and respond appropriately may contribute to a more supportive and psychologically informed working environment.

5.6 Limitations.
While the study provided valuable insights into officer’s individual experiences, several limitations must be addressed. The use of a small, convenience sample limited the generalisability of the study’s findings beyond Gwent Police. Additional, reliance on self-reported data may be influenced by recall bias or social desirability bias, despite the anonymity of the questionnaire.
The cross-sectional nature of the study also limits the ability to assess long-term psychological outcomes or changes in an officer’s wellbeing over a period f time. Future research could benefit from longitudinal designs to explore how trauma exposure and coping evolve across officers’ careers.

5.7 Recommendations.
Further research is necessary to explore trauma and wellbeing across a broader range of UK Police forces to have the ability to identify regional or organisational differences. Qualitative interviews could provide a deeper insight into officers lived experiences and nuanced barrier to help-seeking. Additionally, future studies should evaluate the effectiveness of specific interventions such as the TRiM proves or external counselling services, to determine which approaches provides the best mental health support for officers.

5.8 Conclusion.
To conclude, this study demonstrates that police officers within Gwent Police experience frequent and varies exposure to traumatic and distressing incidents, which often result in significant emotional distress. While officers rely on the informal support, these are not always effective in mitigating the cumulative impacts of trauma. Awareness and perceived effectiveness of organisational support systems remain inconsistent, with stigma and confidentiality concerns presenting substation barriers to engagement.

The findings reinforce existing literature which argues that trauma should be recognised as an inherent occupational risk within policing, which requests robust, accessible, and culturally sensitive support systems. Addressing these challenges is essential nor only for officers’ wellbeing but also for organisational effectiveness and ethical policing practice. By amplifying officers’ voices and experiences, this study contributes to the growing evidence base advocating for improved mental health support within UK policing.
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