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Abstract
This dissertation examines how physical exercise influences operational performance and psychological well-being among police officers. Drawing on a literature review and a mixed‑method survey of 60 operational officers from Gwent Police, the study finds that cardiovascular and strength training significantly enhance physical capability, decision‑making under pressure, resilience, and injury prevention. Exercise also emerges as a key mechanism for managing stress and supporting mental health. Despite these benefits, organisational barriers, particularly shift patterns, workload, and limited facilities, restrict officers’ ability to train. The study concludes with evidence‑based recommendations, including protected exercise time, improved facilities, cultural change, and structured fitness programmes to better integrate physical activity into policing practice.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
1.0 Introduction
Policing is a profession that demands high levels of physical capability, mental resilience, and rapid decision‑making under pressure. As operational roles continue to evolve, the importance of maintaining officer fitness and well-being has become increasingly recognised across UK forces. This dissertation investigates how physical exercise contributes to these demands and how it can be better integrated into policing practice.
1.1 Background and Rationale
Police officers routinely face physically strenuous tasks such as foot pursuits, restraining suspects, and responding to emergencies, alongside exposure to trauma, stress, and unpredictable shift patterns. Research consistently shows that structured exercise improves physical performance, reduces injury risk, and supports psychological well-being. However, many officers struggle to engage in regular exercise due to organisational barriers, cultural attitudes, and workload pressures. Understanding these challenges is essential to developing effective strategies to enhance officer readiness, safety, and long‑term physical and mental health.
1.2 Research Aims and Objectives
1. To assess the impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing.
2. To evaluate the role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing among police officers.
3. To explore organizational policies and cultural attitudes toward physical fitness in policing.
4. To develop evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
1.3 Structure
The dissertation begins with a review of existing literature. Chapter 2 will explore the literature in relation to the aims and objectives above. Chapter 3 will outline the methodology for a mixed-methods survey design to gather data from operational officers. Following this, Chapter 4 presents the results and findings chapter, which presents key findings, followed by a discussion linking these findings to wider research. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation with recommendations for policing practice and reflections on the study’s limitations.
1.4 Conclusion
This chapter has introduced the context, rationale, and aims of the research. By examining both the benefits of exercise and the barriers officers face, the study sets the foundation for understanding how physical activity can be more effectively embedded within policing to support performance and wellbeing.



Chapter 2 - Literature Review.
2.0 Introduction
This chapter will review relevant, academically valued literature on the role of physical exercise in enhancing operational policing performance and wellbeing. 
The general importance of exercise is highlighted by the US CDC (Centres for Disease Control), stating that around 110,000 deaths a year in the US alone could be prevented if people did not miss out on physical activity (Nice et al., 2025). Furthermore, different peer-reviewed studies, such as the ones by Lauersen et al. (2014), connect structured exercise, especially strength and cardiovascular training, to improved performance and injury prevention on duty (Lauersen et al. 2014). This review aims to synthesise research into: assessing the impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing (Aim 1), the effectiveness of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing among police officers (Aim 2), explore organisational policies and cultural attitudes toward physical fitness in policing (Aim 3), and finally, what evidence-based recommendations emerge for integrating exercise into policing strategies.

2.1 Impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing.
Regular exercise can vastly improve major policing tasks. For example, Rossomanno et al. (2012) found that cardiovascular conditioning (running and endurance training) improves performance in foot pursuits and overall stamina, while strength training improves an officer’s ability to subdue and restrain suspects. As per Nice et al. (2025), experts in tactical fitness argue that formal “tactical strength and conditioning” programs are “critical for maximising officer job readiness and safety.” In essence, this means that officers with higher fitness levels can sustain high-intensity pursuits and demanding physical tasks for longer.
In addition, exercise significantly reduces the risk of injury to officers whilst on duty. Research by Lauersen et al. (2014) found that well-designed strength programs tend to decrease sports injury rates by roughly one-third, due to improved endurance and strength. This is corroborated by Jung-Min & Tea-il (2016), who found that stamina training improves performance in pursuits and in intense physical work demands in policing. This affects policing directly, and the IACP’s injury study reports that officers who engage in regular fitness training have a reduced rate of severe (OSHA-reportable) injuries, resulting in lower injury costs. In contrast, overweight officers suffered more significant long-term injuries impacting their ability to work (The IACP, 2024). Therefore, physical training helps increase resilience, allowing participants not only to become stronger but also more injury-resistant on the job.
Furthermore, Jia et al. (2025) studied police recruits and found that higher fitness levels at graduation were associated with better performance in operational settings and a lower risk of injury. Fitter recruits, for example, scored higher on communication and use-of-force scenarios, and each point increase in fitness score was associated with an 11% decrease in injury risk. This means that better-conditioned officers can complete tasks (such as foot chases and defensive tactics) more quickly and safely.
In addition, physical fitness is associated with improved cognitive performance under pressure. Research shows that regular exercise undoubtedly improves concentration and decision-making (DR Jared, 2025). DR Jared (2025) reports that, according to a Harvard Business Review, cognitive function is directly related to having a physical routine. Similarly, it is reported by NSCA (2025) that physical strength and conditioning help in decreasing mental stress and cognitive issues while improving cognitive performance, such as decision-making under stress (NSCA, 2025). For example, strength training is identified to “improve cognitive performance” and “enhance aerobic resilience” (NSCA, 2025). In policing, these improvements greatly help officers maintain clarity and composure during high-stress incidents. The evidence suggests that a physical training plan not only boosts performance for the physical requirements of operational policing, such as pursuit and restraint, but also supports faster, more accurate decision-making under pressure.

2.2 Role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing amongst officers.
Exercise is positively related to mental health, and this is quite important because in the UK, around 17,752 officers were signed off mainly because of issues related to mental health, representing a 22% increase from 2024 (Hanspal, 2025). Meeting basic activity guidelines, such as 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week, helps reduce the risk of anxiety and depression by a significant extent (Nice et al., 2025). Team sports and group workouts offer an extra benefit by building social support, which in turn helps reduce stress. For example, programs of police sports UK have indicated that participants tend to experience less anxiety and improved mood after regular team exercise (Hanspal, 2025). This is critical in policing, where daily exposure to traumatic incidents is normal. According to Ugwu & Ibemuedia (2025), police officers have high rates of burnout and PTSD, which is why activities that reduce stress and improve resilience are critical for promoting mental health initiatives.
Research also shows that physically active officers better manage stress. For example, Oliver et al. (2023) outline that officers with moderate-to-high levels of exercise reported significantly lower job stress and better overall well-being than less active colleagues. From a sample of 852 British officers, it was found that physically active officers reported higher psychological well-being and lower stress levels than those who did not engage in physical activity (Oliver et al., 2023). Those who exercised regularly had fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression. Sanchez et al. (2025) highlight the role of intrinsic motivation as well. This is because officers who choose to exercise rather than feel forced to do so tend to stick with training programs and receive greater mental health benefits. Feng et al. (2025) further explain that officers often mention stress relief as a main motivator for exercise. Officers often use workouts to improve sleep and cope with trauma from operational incidents. For example, UK police officers involved in sports teams reported that the training helped them recover from burnout and regain a sense of pride (Hanspal, 2025).
In comparison, officers without structured fitness programs tend to experience poorer outcomes (Oliver et al., 2023). Hanspal (2025) reports that 79% of UK officers confirmed work-related symptoms for mental health (Hanspal, 2025). Without exercise as an outlet, chronic stress can accumulate. Craddock & Telesco (2022) note that “long-term exposure to critical incidents and traumatic events” tends to negatively influence both officers’ physical and mental well-being (Craddock & Telesco, 2022). Thus, integrating regular exercise appears to be a practical strategy for promoting psychological well-being among officers.
2.3 Exploring organizational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness in policing.
Cultural attitudes and organisational policies towards physical fitness in policing vary significantly. Some departments require annual fitness tests or training sessions during work hours, whereas others have no formal standards (Lockie et al., 2022). For example, the UK Police Federation (PFEW) states that officers need to be “sufficiently fit and healthy” for duty (Police Federation, 2025) and advocates role-specific tests (e.g., timed shuttle runs). In the UK, the JRFT (Job-Related Fitness Test) is used, and applicants seeking to join the police force must pass it. Serving officers in frontline roles must pass it once a year (Kent Police, 2025). Similarly, for mental health, annual psychological assessments are carried out. 
However, one major criticism is that, instead of annual assessments, quarterly assessments should be used so that the health of police officers can be better evaluated and improved (Lauersen et al., 2014). An international survey of police fitness tests found that most focus on endurance, strength, and agility (Zhang et al., 2025), whether through general fitness circuits or courses of job-simulated obstacles. Enforcement of a physical exercise routine is not consistent because some forces assess fitness thoroughly, while others only suggest occasional exercise.
In recent years, more wellness initiatives have emerged. Many agencies now offer voluntary fitness programs, peer-led workouts, and even on-site gyms (MOD, 2025). In the U.S., for example, the IACP (International Association of Chiefs of Police) has a dedicated Officer Safety & Wellness centre that promotes fitness and mental health (The IACP, 2024). The One Police1 “Blueprint” report urges mandatory fitness programs; it highlights that departments that required training saw much lower injury rates (The IACP, 2024). Even though this report urges the implementation of fitness programs, there is still no mandatory training program in the UK (College of Policing, 2023).
There are substantial barriers to officers’ participation, including a lack of time and a high workload. For example, surveys of police leadership indicate that 75–80% of chiefs say that regular exercise is prevented by various time constraints, such as long shifts, overtime, and staffing shortages (Rossomanno et al., 2012). Orr et al. (2025) state that shift work itself “decreases motivation to exercise” and disrupts sleep and diet. Other barriers identified include increasing obesity and long-term COVID-19 effects (Orr et al., 2025). Feng et al. (2025) stated that carrying heavy-duty gear and responding to unpredictable incidents leave officers exhausted after shifts, thereby decreasing energy for workouts. Some officers also view organisational culture as a personal matter rather than an organisational priority. Wagner et al. (2023) report that 99.5% of police chiefs agree that being a healthy weight is important, but many still blame “officer unwillingness” or laziness as the main barrier. This attitude can create a stigma that if leadership treats fitness as optional, some officers will not prioritise it either.
Leadership and cultural attitudes are also critical. Research shows that the “lack of support from colleagues and the organisation” serves as a major stressor for an officer (Purba & Demou, 2019). Strong leadership commitment to fitness is needed. Cohen et al. (2019) emphasise that turning around police wellness requires a clear, directed vision from the top. Successful agencies often combine fitness testing with supportive follow-up options, such as officers who fail standards tests are given personalised training plans instead of punishment. Leaders also include fitness milestones in performance reviews. Drain & Reilly (2019) determine that this is similar to the concept of Physical Employment Standards (PES) used in the military and fire services, where ongoing fitness requirements are integrated into job contracts by leadership.
To encourage a fitness-friendly culture, departments also need to address stigma. Craddock & Telesco (2022) note that officers may avoid utilising wellness resources if they fear negative career consequences. Building trust is very important, and the IACP advises involving officers in program design so they take ownership (Police Chief Magazine, 2025). For example, some agencies form wellness committees of retired police officers and trainers to help shape fitness programs. Others integrate fitness goals into department metrics, and departments can then compete to see who improves the most. 
In addition to fitness, departments are now launching various wellness programs, indicating a positive shift in cultural attitudes. These include sports events, nutrition education and peer-support counselling. For example, TeamPolice UK runs community sports events for officers and argues that exercise is a “public health tool” that helps reduce anxiety/depression (Hanspal, 2025). Research already supports this: officers who engage in regular exercise tend to show greater resilience to traumatic experiences. Some forces have integrated these ideas by combining physical training with mental health check-ups. Oliver et al. (2023) confirm that combining fitness with counselling and cognitive-behavioral therapy can help reduce officer stress.
2.4 Evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
Based on these findings, these are some evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies:
Adopt evidence-based fitness standards. Forces should set clear and relevant benchmarks, such as timed runs and strength tests. Reviews show that integrating such standards is associated with fewer injuries on duty (Lauersen et al., 2014).  This is one reason why making validated tests essential can help in improving officer wellbeing and performance. In addition, fitness testing should be based on roles; for example, firearms vs office duties will have different standards. These should be introduced in recruitment and regularly checked during an officer’s career.
Endorse on-duty training. Exercise should be part of the workday, not just when off duty. Departments can allocate 1–2 hours per shift for physical exercise. Policy documents and injury reports recommend mandatory fitness programs; officers who train on duty are healthier and less likely to be injured (Zhang et al., 2025). Some practical examples include basic physical exercise, such as walking, progressing into field training exercises, and even scheduling daily workouts for each shift. Offering incentives such as paid gym time or fitness bonuses for meeting standards can further improve compliance.
Implement ability-based programming. Training needs to accommodate different fitness levels. Orr et al. (2025) support ability-based training (ABT), in which workouts are personalised to each officer’s capability. This is practical for accommodating a wide variety of fitness levels, as trainers can use Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scales or offer multiple intensity options for each exercise. This ensures that officers progress without overtraining. Younger or highly fit officers can train at a higher intensity, while others build up safely. Injury risk is reduced by ABT while improving confidence in partaking in exercise, as every officer sees manageable, sustainable progress.
Leadership engagement and culture change. Senior leaders need to promote fitness and lead by example. Cohen et al. (2019) state that establishing a wellness vision led from the top, whereby senior leadership can participate in workouts, mentor colleagues, and even support peers seeking help. Leaders could be trained to recognise stress and promote healthy behaviours, for example, by sharing healthy meals with colleagues or discussing current workouts. Creating “fitness champions” among officers builds peer leaders, and, over time, linking promotions or awards to wellness achievements shows that the organisation values officer health.
Integrate health education. Exercise programs could be combined with nutrition, sleep and stress-management training. Research shows officers who eat well, and exercise have higher energy and alertness (DR Jared, 2025). Departments can provide workshops on balanced diet and recovery, even simple initiatives like sending out healthy meal plans via internal communications. Training in mindfulness or breathing techniques can help support physical exercise, particularly for those who do not naturally enjoy it. This holistic approach helps officers see fitness not as an isolated task, but as part of a healthy lifestyle that supports all areas of their lives, including longevity in the job.
Promote team sports and peer support. Companionship and teamwork can be promoted through group activities. For example, create fitness clubs and intradepartmental sports teams, such as football, hockey, squash, etc. A survey by TeamPolice found that these activities help improve morale and reduce stress (Hanspal, 2025). This also builds a larger social network for officers within the job, thereby expanding their options for utilising peer support.
Monitor programs and incentivise participation. It is important to continuously evaluate fitness initiatives, such as having quarterly reviews. Surveys, fitness test data, and injury records should be used to measure success. The IACP recommends routine program assessment and feedback loops (The IACP, 2024). Regular assessments and satisfaction surveys help in keeping programs relevant. Finally, simple incentives such as certifications or small rewards can help in motivating officers to maintain their participation. 

2.5 Conclusion 
The literature review reveals that physical fitness is an important aspect in enhancing operational policing performance and well-being. Research consistently shows that structured exercise, including strength and cardiovascular training, among others, helps improve officers' ability to sustain high-intensity tasks. This includes pursuits and other tasks that are physically and emotionally demanding, performed safely while reducing the risk of injury (Rossomanno et al., 2012; Lauersen et al., 2014; Jia, 2025). Additionally, cognitive performance and decision-making are enhanced by regular exercise training. It has been shown that officers respond more efficiently in various high-pressure situations (DR Jared, 2025; NSCA, 2025). 
Physical fitness is just as important for psychological well-being. Multiple studies confirm that physical activity among officers reduces feelings of stress and depression. Team-based activities offer social support that help in dealing with trauma (Oliver et al., 2023; Hanspal, 2025; Sanchez et al., 2025). On the other hand, when there is a lack of structured fitness programs and inactivity, both mental health issues and burnout are greatly increased (Craddock & Telesco, 2022).
Different organisational policies and cultural attitudes play a critical role in influencing fitness engagement. It is suggested that mandatory, role-specific fitness standards, together with peer support, help improve participation (Cohen et al., 2019; Drain & Reilly, 2019; Wagner et al., 2023). Different barriers, such as workload and shift work, still exist and limit participation. Thus, they highlight the need for approaches that integrate fitness into police officers' daily routines.


















Chapter 3. Methodology
3.0 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to highlight all the stages of data collection that took place to conduct this research, starting from the initial research strategy to the analysis.  The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of physical exercise in enhancing operational policing performance and wellbeing. Although existing research recognises many benefits of physical exercise for police officers, unanswered questions remain, such as which forms of exercise most effectively support operational performance, when this exercise should be undertaken, and what barriers prevent police officers from engaging in physical exercise. 
The mixed-methods research design will be discussed, along with the methods and methodology adopted throughout the research, along with a justification for these. Ethical issues will be discussed, as it is important to highlight any ethical implications that may arise throughout this research. Finally, the methods used for data analysis and to enhance the validity of the research will be discussed.
3.1 Research Strategy 
Since the purpose of this research was to explore which forms of exercise would benefit police officers the most, when exercise would be most beneficial, and what barriers prevent police officers from engaging in exercise, a mixed-methods design was selected. A mixed-methods design allows “for the exploration of diverse perspectives, enabling the collection of rich, contextual data alongside statistical analysis” (Ahmed, Pereira, and Jane, 2024). Interviews were initially considered to generate the data. However, as the operational role of a police officer can be diverse between different departments and ranks, a large sample of police officers would need to engage with the research to provide a comprehensive understanding, and interviewing would be time-consuming and intrusive to the workday of these officers, as well as mainly beneficial for only qualitative data. A survey was therefore considered. Hecker and Kalpokas (2025) argue that surveys can gather a broad range of viewpoints from larger groups of participants who might lack the time to participate in interviews. Also, they are useful for identifying themes and trends across a population. When considering this, it was apparent that an online survey would be the most beneficial for this research, as it allows both qualitative and quantitative data to be generated and provides access to a larger population of participants in the least intrusive way. This also considers the fact that police officers work various shift patterns, that participants can remain anonymous, and that it allows rapid distribution and data collection.
When deciding on the type of mixed-methods survey to use in this research, an embedded design was chosen as the most suitable. George (2021) states that an embedded design allows the researcher to collect and analyse both types of data simultaneously and is a good approach when resources are limited. This is a good approach, as the survey will need to generate largely quantitative data; however, it will also need some qualitative data to support this data and answer questions such as what barriers officers face to engaging in physical exercise. This research design choice allows for “a complete understanding of the topic, enhances validity and reliability by corroborating findings from multiple perspectives, and addresses real-world problems efficiently by incorporating diverse viewpoints” (Hassan, 2024).  GOV (2020) supports this, stating that this approach can generate more granular results and provide stronger evidence for the research findings. This research supports the choice of this research design, as one of the essay’s objectives is to develop evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies. For this to occur, it is therefore important that the data generated can identify trends and is valid and reliable. There are, however, disadvantages to this research design. Hecker and Kalpokas (2025) argue that this design approach can be time-intensive and initially complex to design. GOV (2020) supports this, stating that combining qualitative and quantitative methods can take longer and be more complex to implement. Even with this in mind, a mixed-methods survey with an embedded design is the best approach for this research, as it allows for rapid distribution to a large, diverse population and generates granular results that are valid and reliable.
3.2 Data Collection
Data will be collected via an online survey using Google Forms and distributed through Gwent Police’s internal communications. This will allow users to access and complete the survey anonymously at their convenience. Lee (2025) states that anonymity encourages respondents to provide honest and accurate information about their behaviours, attitudes and characteristics. All participants will be informed that the survey is anonymous and voluntary at the beginning of the survey, and can withdraw from it at any time, except once submitted. Because the data is anonymous, once submitted, the researcher will not be able to identify the submission to withdraw it. 
Sampling will be a part of the data collection process. This refers to the process of selecting a subset of individuals from a larger population to participate in the study. McLeod (2023) states that it is important to use a representative sample, as the researcher can be more confident that the results are valid. As this research examines the effects of physical exercise on operational policing performance and wellbeing, only operational officers will be targeted for the sample. To do this, when the survey is sent via internal communications, it will clearly state that it is for operational police officers only, not for those in admin-based roles. There is a risk that members of staff will ignore this, which could affect the validity of the research findings. 
3.3 Data Analysis
Once the questionnaire has received sufficient responses, the next crucial step will be to use appropriate analytical techniques to analyse the dataset. The goal will be to identify trends and patterns in officers’ participation in physical exercise, their perceived results from it, and their potential barriers to participating, and to create evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies. To summarise the frequency and types of exercise officers do, patterns that emerge across various demographics and levels of perceived performance gained from exercises, descriptive techniques will be used. Bobbitt (2020) states that ‘descriptive statistics are useful because they allow you to understand a group of data much more quickly and easily.’ This will allow the analysis to produce findings such as averages and percentages, which can be visualised in a graph format, making the data easier to digest. 
Where appropriate, comparative analysis will be used to compare groups, such as officers who exercise regularly vs those who do not. Adhikari (2023) states that comparative analysis enables the researcher to compare subjects in order to recognise similarities and contrasts. This technique can be used to explore relationships between exercise frequency and perceived performance, as well as to identify trends such as common answers across various roles or years of service.
This will allow meaningful insights to be gathered, which could inform further research and organisational policies.
For qualitative data, thematic analysis will be used to analyse these responses. McLeod (2024) states, “thematic analysis is a qualitative method used to identify, analyse and interpret patterns of shared meaning within a given data set. This method will allow the research to highlight patterns that may not be visible in quantitative data.
The mixed method approach of the research allows for triangulation to “increase the credibility and validity of research findings” (Noble and Heale, 2019).  Triangulation allows quantitative trends and qualitative insights to be compared and integrated. “It allows researchers to cross-verify information, identify discrepancies, and provide a more comprehensive understanding” (Hassan, 2024b). Comparing both quantitative and qualitative data allows for deeper comparisons; for example, if many officers report that strength training improves their operational performance, qualitative responses may explain why. This will support more informed policy recommendations.
3.4 Limitations and Potential Problems.
Using this mixed-method survey approach presents several limitations and potential problems. The first limitation is that the sample may not be fully representative. This is because officers who are already interested in and engage in physical fitness may be more likely to participate in the survey, thereby not providing a fair reflection of the police force as a whole. Secondly, as the survey is self-reported, this can lead to false representations. Williams (2025) states participants may provide ‘biased responses due to social desirability or memory recall issues.” This, in turn, could affect the validity and accuracy of the research. Qualitative questions will also provide a limited depth. The absence of interviews in this data means some opinions and experiences may not be fully explored. Despite these limitations, the methodology remains appropriate for this research. 
3.5 Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted all the stages of data collection in this research, from the strategy to the analysis. A justification has been provided for selecting a mixed-methods survey as the most beneficial approach for this research. Limitations have been discussed on certain factors that can affect the validity of the research. Also, data analysis was discussed, highlighting the analytical techniques to be used and how data triangulation will enhance the validity of this research.








Chapter 4 – Results and Findings
4.0 Introduction
This chapter will analyse the findings from the mixed-method survey used to explore the impact of physical activity on operational policing performance and wellbeing. As discussed in the methodology chapter, descriptive techniques will be used to analyse the types of exercise and their frequency, as well as to identify patterns. Comparative analysis will be used to compare various groups of respondents. For qualitative data, a thematic approach will be applied, and triangulation will be used to compare both qualitative and quantitative data to support a more valid and comprehensive understanding. In analysing the data, themes and patterns were identified and related to the research aims. The findings will then be compared with the literature on the impact of physical exercise on operational policing performance and wellbeing.
From distributing the survey via Gwent Police's internal communications, a total of 60 responses were received. The survey included sections covering demographic data, policing career information, their physical activity levels and their perceived effects on performance and wellbeing from this, barriers to exercise and opinions on changes that could help them engage with physical activity more consistently. The findings will also assess the impact of physical exercise on operational policing performance, evaluate the role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing, explore organisational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness in policing, and finally provide evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
4.1 Demographic Overview
All of the 60 respondents to the survey were warranted, operational police officers. 60% were men, 37.7% were female, and 3.3% preferred not to say. 10% of respondents were 18 – 24 years old, 40% were 25 – 34 years old, 23.3% were 35 – 44 years old, 25% were 45 – 54 years old, and 1.7% were 55 years or older. In terms of length of service, 5% had served less than 1 year, 8.3% had served 1 – 3 years, 36.7% had served 3 – 8 years, 18.3% had served 8 – 15 years, and 31.7% had served for 15 or more years. The roles covered by the participants in the police included response, neighbourhood policing, roads policing, custody duties and investigation departments.
4.2 Assessing the impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing.
When analysing the survey results, the data shows a consistent belief amongst participants that physical exercise has a positive impact on their operational performance. Of the 60 participants, 90% reported that they believe exercise has a positive impact on their operational performance, with only 10% reporting no perceived impact. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you feel partaking in physical exercise has a positive impact on your operational performance?. Number of responses: 60 responses.]
Figure 1: Responses to “Do you feel partaking in physical exercise has a positive impact on your operational performance?”
This overwhelming consensus is reinforced by the qualitative responses, whereby participants describe exercise as essential for meeting the physical and psychological demands of policing. When asked to explain why they believe exercise boosts their operational performance, many respondents stated that exercise enhances their physical capabilities, particularly in high-intensity situations such as foot pursuits, restraining suspects, and managing conflict. When asked to explain why they believe their chosen type of exercise benefits their operational performance, one officer stated that cardiovascular training “allows me to sustain effort during foot pursuits and recover quickly. It improves overall stamina and helps to maintain performance and reduce fatigue.” Another highlights that strength training provides the “strength required to use force / restrain.” These responses reflect a broader pattern observed in the data, in which cardiovascular and strength training are viewed as the two most operationally beneficial forms of exercise. Figure 2 shows how 45% of respondents identified cardiovascular training as the most impactful type of exercise, and 41.7% claiming strength training. This supports the research findings from the literature review, in which Rossomanno et al. (2012) determined that cardiovascular conditioning (running and endurance training) improves performance in foot pursuits and overall stamina, while strength training improves an officer’s ability to subdue and restrain suspects.[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Which type of exercise do you believe has the greatest impact on your operational performance?. Number of responses: 60 responses.]
Figure 2: Responses to “Which type of exercise do you believe has the greatest impact on your operational performance?”
Beyond improving their physical capabilities, the data also shows that respondents believe exercise improves their cognitive performance and emotional well-being. Figure 3 highlights that a substantial proportion of officers agree that exercise improves decision-making under pressure, their resilience, and their stress tolerance. [image: Forms response chart. Question title: Check any of the following that you agree with.. Number of responses: 60 responses.]
Figure 3: Responses to “Check any of the following that you agree with.”
This is supported by qualitative responses when asked to explain how physical exercise influences their ability to perform operational duties. One respondent stated it “helps me think clearly and make decisions under pressure,” with another stating exercise gives them a “clear mind which results in better decision making.” Participants also describe exercise as a mechanism for managing the psychological impact of policing, therefore improving their operational performance. One respondent explained that exercise allows them “to clear their mind, aiding in stressful situations.” At the same time, another noted: “It relieves mental stress greatly, which gives an advantage in high-pressure situations.” This again supports the existing literature, such as that of NSCA (2025), which states that physical strength and conditioning help reduce mental stress and cognitive issues while improving cognitive performance, such as decision-making under stress. 
A further theme highlighted in Figure 3 is the belief that exercise reduces the risk of workplace injury. 61.7% of respondents agreed that exercise reduces their risk of injury at work, particularly when transitioning rapidly from sedentary tasks to sudden physical exertion. One officer noted that flexibility/ mobility training was imperative because it allows them to “go from one day being sat down to another day in a foot chase without being injured.” This highlights the operational relevance of flexibility and mobility work. 
Confidence emerges from the data as a perceived psychological benefit from exercising linked to operational performance. Many officers describe feeling more capable and self-assured when physically fit, with one participant stating that exercise gives them “the confidence that in a one-on-one situation I have the strength and ability to hold my own.” This perceived confidence extends to public interactions, where officers believe that appearing physically capable can influence suspect behaviour, with one participant stating, “appearing strong and capable also has an added psychological advantage when dealing with the public/suspects as their perception of you is potentially one of being more capable.” 
Overall, the data demonstrates that officers believe physical exercise greatly improves their operational performance at work, influencing not only physical readiness but also mental clarity, emotional resilience, confidence, and injury prevention. The majority agree on the operational value of exercises, underscoring the importance of embedding physical fitness within policing culture and organisational practice.
4.3 Evaluating the role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing among police officers.
This section will evaluate the role of physical exercise in promoting psychological well-being among police officers. Analysis of the data reveals a strong consensus amongst respondents that physical exercise plays a critical role in supporting and enhancing psychological well-being.  Figure 4 shows that 98.3% of respondents stated that exercise improves their general well-being. This aligns with existing research, as Nice et al. (2025) state that meeting basic activity guidelines, such as 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week, helps significantly reduce the risk of anxiety and depression.
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Figure 4: Responses to “Does this exercise improve your general wellbeing?”
Respondents frequently described exercise as a key coping mechanism for managing the psychological stresses of policing, with many emphasising its role in stress relief, emotional regulation, and maintaining a positive mindset. For example, one officer stated that exercise “reduces my stress, and allows me to keep my focus,” while another explained that running allows them to “blow off steam,” resulting in a clearer mental state. These comments reflect a broader pattern in which officers view exercise as essential for maintaining psychological balance in a role that is characterised by trauma exposure, unpredictability, and high emotional demand.
Several respondents also described exercise as a way to reset or decompress after difficult shifts, with one officer explaining that exercising after work “helps me process any stress and trauma from the day.” At the same time, another stated that it allows them to “reset during work and re‑focus.” This suggests that officers use exercise both proactively to prepare for their duties mentally and reactively to manage the emotional demands of challenging incidents. These findings align with the existing literature, such as Oliver et al. (2023), which found that officers with moderate-to-high levels of exercise reported significantly lower job stress and better overall wellbeing than less active colleagues.
Confidence and self‑perception also emerged as important psychological benefits of exercise. Many respondents described feeling more capable, resilient, and self‑assured when physically fit. One respondent stated that exercise makes them feel “stronger not just physically but mentally, so able to cope with the stresses of the role more.” At the same time, another explained that fitness “gives me confidence in myself.” Officers also frequently linked exercise to improved mood, motivation, and overall life satisfaction, with one respondent noting that exercise “keeps me motivated in life,” and another stating that it improves their “energy, mood and wellbeing throughout the day.” This again supports existing research, such as Hanspal (2025), which found that police officers involved in sports teams reported that the training helped them recover from burnout and regain a sense of pride. 
Overall, the data suggest that the respondents perceive physical exercise as a vital component of psychological well-being, supporting stress management, emotional resilience, cognitive clarity, confidence, and overall mental health. These benefits align with existing research, and the near‑unanimous agreement on their psychological benefits highlights the importance of integrating structured opportunities for exercise within policing organisations to support officer wellbeing and reduce the psychological impact of the role.
4.4 Exploring organizational policies and cultural attitudes toward physical fitness in policing.
This section will explore organisational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness in policing. The analysis of the data highlights a widespread opinion amongst respondents that organisational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness are largely unsupportive, inconsistent, or insufficiently prioritised. Figure 5 shows how 78.3% of respondents feel they cannot exercise as much as they would like.
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Figure 5: Responses to “Do you feel like you are able to exercise as much as you would like?”
Many respondents reported that organisational factors, such as shift patterns, workload, lack of facilities, and cultural attitudes, act as barriers to engaging in physical exercise.
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Figure 6: Responses to “Check the following barriers that prevent you from exercising as much as you would like.”
Figure 6 highlights that the most frequently cited organisational barriers were shift patterns (68.3%), work responsibilities (41.7%), organisational culture (20%), and access to facilities (16.7%).  These findings indicate that officers perceive structural and cultural constraints as major obstacles to maintaining fitness, despite recognising its importance for operational performance and wellbeing. Many respondents expressed frustration that, although physical fitness is implicitly expected, it is not meaningfully supported by policy. For example, one officer stated that “work is so taxing I don’t feel like doing it sometimes after work or even on rest days and can’t exercise during work.” At the same time, another commented that “there is a culture where bosses don’t support taking proper breaks,” highlighting a perceived disconnect between organisational expectations and practical support. 
A recurring theme is the belief that the organisation does not provide adequate time or opportunity to exercise during shifts. Numerous respondents expressed a desire for protected exercise time, with one commenting, “dedicated time within shifts where officers can exercise should be implemented,” and another stating, “allowing 3 hours a week during work to exercise.” Several officers compared the treatment of exercise to other workplace allowances, with one noting that “if I were a smoker, I would be allowed to smoke during my shift, but if I were to exercise during my shift, this would likely be frowned upon.” This sentiment reflects a broader cultural perception that exercise is viewed as optional or indulgent rather than integral to professional performance. These findings align with existing research suggesting that officers may avoid exercise due to police culture, as Craddock & Telesco (2022) state that officers may avoid utilising wellness resources if they fear negative career consequences.
Access to facilities also emerged as a significant organisational issue. As shown in Figure 5, 16.7% of respondents identified this as a main barrier to exercising. Many respondents reported that workplace gyms are poorly equipped, inaccessible, or completely absent. When asked what barriers they face to exercising, one officer stated, “no gym at current work location and no time given in work to exercise,” while another noted that some station gyms are “very poorly equipped.” This lack of infrastructure reinforces perceptions that physical fitness is not valued at an organisational level. Respondents also highlighted inconsistent attitudes across departments, with some units, such as the JFU (Joint Firearms Unit), reportedly dedicating time to training during shifts. At the same time, response and investigative roles have no dedicated time. This difference contributes to a sense of inequality and cultural inconsistency within the organisation with attitudes towards physical exercise. 
Overall, the data suggests that while respondents overwhelmingly value physical fitness, they perceive organisational policies and culture as undervalued, unsupported and misaligned with these priorities. The dominant view is that the organisation acknowledges wellbeing rhetorically but fails to provide practical support, with one respondent summarising that wellbeing initiatives are often “a tick box exercise.” When asked if there was anything further they would like to add, they said no. These findings reflect broader literature indicating that policing culture tends to prioritise operational output over officer wellbeing, resulting in structural barriers that undermine physical exercise engagement (Clements, Sharples and Kinman, 2020). Collectively, the responses highlight a need for cultural change, improved facilities, and formalised policies that embed physical fitness into the working day.
4.5 Evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
This section will use survey data analysis to provide evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies. 
The most obvious theme emerging from the responses is the need for protected exercise time during shifts, with over 75% of respondents explicitly or implicitly calling for a given time to train while on duty. Respondents repeatedly emphasised that shift patterns, unpredictable workloads, and long hours make it difficult to exercise outside work, with one respondent stating that “dedicated time within shifts where officers can exercise should be implemented,” and another suggesting “allowing 3 hours a week during work to exercise.” Evidence from policing research supports this recommendation: structured physical training during work hours has been shown to improve fitness, reduce injury rates, and enhance job performance in tactical populations (reference). The existing literature and research data suggest that integrating protected exercise time into policing policy would therefore align organisational practice with officers’ needs and improve officers’ operational performance and well-being.
The second evidence-based recommendation is to improve access to fitness facilities across the police estate. Whether selecting it as a direct barrier, as in Figure 6, or mentioning it in qualitative responses, 40% of respondents identified limited access or inadequate gym facilities as a barrier. Respondents made remarks such as “no gym at current work location” and “some are very poorly equipped.” Officers expressed a desire for modern, accessible, and well‑maintained gyms across the police estate, reducing the need to travel or rely on external memberships. Therefore, investment in on‑site gyms and equipment upgrades represents an evidence‑based organisational improvement.
A third recommendation concerns cultural change within policing, particularly regarding attitudes toward well-being and exercise. From both qualitative and quantitative responses, around 27% of respondents cited or selected organisational culture as a barrier, describing exercise during shifts as “frowned upon” or unsupported by supervisors. One respondent noted that well-being initiatives often feel like “a tick box exercise,” highlighting a perceived disconnect between policy rhetoric and operational reality.  The literature suggests that leadership attitudes strongly influence well-being behaviours. Wagner et al. (2023) report that 99.5% of police chiefs agree that being a healthy weight is important, but many still blame “officer unwillingness” or laziness as the main barrier, with this attitude creating a stigma that if leadership treats fitness as optional, some officers will not prioritise it either. As such, embedding physical fitness into leadership training, performance frameworks, and organisational values would help normalise exercise as a legitimate and essential component of policing.
A fourth recommendation is the introduction of formalised fitness support programmes, such as guided, ability-based programming, well-being coaching, and peer‑led fitness initiatives. Several respondents expressed a desire for more structured guidance, with one suggesting that exercise should be “encouraged more and easier to find information about police sports groups.” Research such as Orr et al. (2025) suggests that ability-based programs are a practical way to accommodate a wide range of fitness levels, as trainers can use Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scales or offer multiple intensity options for each exercise. This ensures that officers progress without overtraining. Integrating such programmes into policing strategies would therefore provide officers with accessible, evidence‑based support, allowing them to progress in their fitness journeys at a safe pace.
Collectively, the data support a set of clear, evidence‑based recommendations, including introducing protected exercise time, improving facilities, fostering cultural change, implementing structured fitness programmes, and aligning policies. Implementing these strategies would enhance officer well-being, reduce injury, and improve overall operational performance.
4.6 Conclusion
The findings from this study demonstrate a clear and consistent belief among operational police officers that physical exercise is essential for both effective job performance and psychological well-being. Quantitative and qualitative data show that officers view cardiovascular and strength training as particularly valuable for meeting the physical demands of policing, while also enhancing decision‑making, resilience, confidence, and stress management. Despite this, organisational policies and cultural attitudes were widely perceived as unsupportive, with shift patterns, workload pressures, and limited facilities acting as major barriers to regular exercise. Collectively, the results highlight a significant gap between the recognised importance of physical fitness and the structural support provided within policing. Addressing this gap through protected exercise time, improved facilities, cultural change, and structured fitness programmes would better align organisational practice with officer needs, ultimately strengthening both well-being and operational capability.









Chapter 5 – Findings & Conclusions
5.0 Introduction
This chapter will summarise the main findings from the research project. It will discuss the limitations encountered throughout the study and offer recommendations for policy reform. Finally, an overall reflection on the research project will be provided, highlighting the benefits of the research process for the researcher's personal development.
5.1 Main findings
5.1.1 First Objective - Assessing the impact of physical exercise on operational performance in policing.
The survey used in this research suggested that the overwhelming majority of officers who participated believe that physical exercise has a positive impact on their operational performance. Many stated that exercise enhances their physical capabilities, particularly in high-intensity situations such as foot pursuits, restraining suspects, and managing conflict, with cardiovascular and strength training as the main drivers of these benefits. This aligns with research such as Jia et al. (2025), highlighting how police recruits who had higher fitness levels at the graduation stage resulted in better performance when operational and had a lower risk of injury. Together, these findings suggest physical exercise is imperative to operational performance in policing.
5.1.2 Second Objective - Evaluating the role of physical exercise in promoting psychological wellbeing among police officers.
Regarding the role of physical exercise on psychological well-being among police officers, the survey used in this research found that 98.3% of respondents believed that exercise improved their general well-being. Many made comments such as “it helps me process any stress and trauma from the day.”  This aligns with existing research, such as Oliver et al. (2023), which found that officers with moderate-to-high levels of exercise reported significantly lower job stress and better overall well-being than less active colleagues. These findings suggest that physical exercise is critical to promoting psychological well-being amongst police officers.
5.1.3 Third Objective - Exploring organizational policies and cultural attitudes toward physical fitness in policing. 
The survey highlighted a widespread opinion amongst respondents that organisational policies and cultural attitudes towards physical fitness are largely unsupportive, inconsistent, or insufficiently prioritised. A recurring theme among respondents is the belief that the organisation does not provide adequate time or opportunities to exercise during shifts, and 68.3% of respondents highlight shift patterns as the biggest barrier to them partaking in exercise. This further aligns with existing research, such as Orr et al. (2025), which state that shift work itself “decreases motivation to exercise” and disrupts sleep and diet. These findings provide strong evidence for recommending that exercise be integrated into the working day of police officers.
5.1.4 Fourth Objective – Provide evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies.
Reviewing the results of the survey and the existing literature, the following recommendations can be made for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies:
1) Introduce protected time within the working day for police officers to exercise. 
2) Make it mandatory that all police stations have a fitness facility, and this is reviewed yearly for up-to-date/usable equipment. 
3) Introduce a performance framework regarding officers’ physical fitness abilities and continuity. 
4) Introduce a formal fitness section within the well-being team that can provide access to ability-based programming for officers to follow. 
Based on the evidence gathered from the research, these recommendations aim to improve operational performance and the overall psychological well-being of officers. Recommendations one and two will facilitate this by giving officers preplanned time to train and providing the facilities they need to do so. Three and four aim to address the culture within the police, move towards a positive, supported culture of exercising with the performance framework, and provide easily accessible programs for officers to follow.

5.2 Limitations and Recommendations
As discussed in the methodology chapter, a clear limitation of this study was that the sample may not be fully representative. This is because officers who are already interested in and engage in physical fitness may be more likely to participate in the survey, thereby not providing a fair reflection of the whole force. Furthermore, the absence of interviews means the qualitative data could not be explored fully, meaning many opinions and experiences may not be fully explored. 
The evidence-based recommendations for integrating physical exercise into policing strategies are provided above. In terms of research-based recommendations that can evaluate the role of physical exercise in improving operational policing performance and wellbeing, the following can be actioned moving forward:
1. Send the survey to other forces: 
The survey used in the research was only sent out within internal communications in Gwent Police. To gather more data and obtain further representations of police officers’ opinions, the survey can be sent to other police forces for distribution. This would provide more data and greater strength to recommendations made from patterns identified in the responses.
2. Conduct interviews:
Future research on the subject should include interviews. Time constraints did not allow for interviews during this research; however, they would have allowed for much greater detail in the qualitative data, which could lead to future topics and opinions to explore regarding the subject. Interviews would allow participants to speak freely about their opinion rather than perhaps rushing through a survey.
5.3 Conclusion
This dissertation evaluated the role physical exercise has in influencing operational policing performance and officer wellbeing. It has combined existing research with data from a mixed-method survey sent out to police officers in Gwent Police. Across both the literature and the survey findings, the evidence was clear: physical fitness is essential to effective, safe, and sustainable policing.
Officers overwhelmingly reported that cardiovascular and strength training improve their ability to perform high‑intensity tasks, make decisions under pressure, and reduce risk of injury; these findings were strongly supported by existing studies on policing performance within the literature review. Exercise was also shown to play a crucial role in psychological well-being, helping officers manage stress, process trauma, and maintain resilience in a demanding profession.
Despite these extensive benefits, the research highlighted a significant gap between the importance of physical fitness and the organisational support provided. Shift patterns, workload pressures, limited facilities, and unsupportive cultural attitudes were identified as major barriers, suggesting that current structures and policies do not align with the physical and psychological demands placed on officers.
The study concludes that meaningful improvement requires organisational change. Protected exercise time, improved facilities, structured fitness programmes, and leadership‑driven cultural reform would better support officers and enhance operational capability. Embedding these strategies into policing practice would strengthen wellbeing, reduce the risk of injury, and improve overall performance.
5.4 Personal Reflection
The various processes involved in conducting this research project have been highly beneficial to the researcher. Conducting a literature review has considerably improved the researcher's confidence. Following this, putting together the survey and researching analytical techniques has greatly improved the researcher's knowledge and confidence. This will, in turn, greatly support the researcher in conducting future research.
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