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Abstract


Police officers in the UK face a complex array of occupational stressors that significantly impact their health and mental well-being. Among the most critical of these stressors are demanding shift patterns and chronic workforce shortages. This dissertation explores how these factors contribute to physical and psychological strain among officers, particularly those working frontline roles. Drawing upon recent literature, the study examines the effects of disrupted circadian rhythms, sleep deprivation, and emotional exhaustion caused by shift work, as well as the added pressures of increasing workloads and reduced staff numbers. With violent crime on the rise and officer numbers falling, this research investigates how institutional structures and staffing challenges compound stress levels, influencing officer wellbeing and retention. Using a mixed-methods survey, the study gathers both quantitative and qualitative data from serving UK police officers to assess their lived experiences. Finding aims to contribute to current debates around policing reform, shift scheduling and wellbeing strategies, while identifying key areas where organisational support and policy must evolve to protect the mental health of officers amidst growing professional demands
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Chapter 1


1.1 Introduction

Occupational stress within policing is a growing concern, particularly as officers face increasing demands from the public, greater workloads, and the pressures of 24/7 operational cover. Among the many stressors faced by police officers, rotating shift patterns and chronic workforce shortages stand out as two of the most impactful on officer health and mental wellbeing. These challenges can affect an officer’s sleep, diet, emotional resilience, and ability to maintain healthy relationships outside of work.

While there are various initiatives and support systems in place to promote officer wellbeing—including forward-rotating shifts, occupational health services, and mental health support—there remains significant debate around their effectiveness and accessibility. With many officers working long hours under intense pressure, this study aims to investigate how occupational stressors, including shift work and understaffing, are influencing both the physical and mental health of frontline UK police officers.

This research will also examine the lived experiences of officers and evaluate the current support structures available, with a view to identifying areas for policy or organisational improvement. The topic is particularly timely given the increased strain on police resources in recent years and the wider conversation surrounding police wellbeing and retention across the UK.




1.2 Research Question


How do occupational stressors, including shift patterns, influence health and mental wellbeing amongst UK police officers amidst workforce shortages?




1.3. Aims and Objectives


The main objectives of the research are to:

· Identify how irregular and demanding shift patterns influence sleep, physical health, and mental wellbeing among police officers.
· Explore the effect of workforce shortages on officer workload, job satisfaction, and stress levels.
· Evaluate the accessibility and effectiveness of current wellbeing initiatives and organisational support.
· Understand the personal experiences and coping strategies of officers working under pressure.
· Highlight potential gaps in training, policy, or resourcing that may contribute to declining officer wellbeing.
· Contribute to the wider conversation around sustainable working practices and mental health in UK policing.




Chapter 2

 2.1 Literature Review

Police work is widely regarded as one of the most stressful professions, with officers facing significant physical and psychological stress. Research indicates that work-related stress negatively impacts the overall health and quality of life of police officers. Operational stressors, including the demands of the job, contribute heavily to chronic psychological stress. Among these stressors, shift work has been identified as a particularly harmful factor, playing a critical role in the health challenges faced by officers (Gullon-Scott & Longstaff, 2022).

Occupational stress refers to both the psychological and physical strains associated with one’s job (Quick & Henderson, 2016). According to MIND (2016), police officers are more vulnerable to mental health issues compared to the general population, with 90% of officers reporting stress or mental health problems related to their work. Police officers frequently encounter traumatic events as part of their daily duties, such as engaging in dangerous situations, chasing suspects, making arrests, and dealing with victims of violence or the families of deceased individuals. Additionally, factors like excessive workload, poor time management, and shift work further exacerbate these pressures (Juczynski & Oginska-Bulik, 2021). Tragically, police suicides have become a growing concern, with an average of 23 officers taking their own lives annually between 2010 and 2017 (Townsend, 2019). The Police Federation Leavers Survey (2017-2018) found that 43.3% of officers cited the negative impact of their job on their mental health as a reason for leaving, and 40% of respondents said stress was a key factor in their decision to quit (Gullon-Scott, 2022).

However, the stress experienced by police officers is not uniform across the service. Officers with longer tenures, often in senior or non-operational roles, appear to experience different types of stress compared to those on the frontline. For example, Evans et al. (1992) found that officers with over 12 years of service reported lower levels of anxiety than their less experienced colleagues, suggesting that seasoned officers may develop coping mechanisms to manage stress. This raises the question of whether their role changes or the absence of shift work influences their ability to handle stress differently.

It is important to consider the effects of shift patterns on police officers’ mental and physical wellbeing. Shift work, which typically involves working outside the standard hours of 7:00 am to 6:00 pm, is a major occupational stressor for officers. Traditionally, shift work was organized into three 8-hour periods, but more recent recommendations suggest adopting a forward-rotating shift system. This system involves fewer consecutive night shifts, which can help reduce circadian disruption, fatigue, and sleep disturbances (College of Policing, 2023). The World Health Organization has classified night shift work as a “probable” Class 2A carcinogen, citing evidence of increased cancer risks among shift workers due to disrupted sleep patterns, altered light exposure, and the impact on circadian rhythms (Bostock & Mortimore, 2024). Moreover, studies have shown a link between shift work and poor mental health, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, substance abuse, cognitive impairment, and even suicidal thoughts (Brown et al., 2020). These effects are mainly attributed to sleep disturbances, such as insomnia, which occur when the body’s natural sleep-wake cycle is disrupted.

The negative effects of sleep deprivation and poor sleep quality exacerbate the already high levels of stress in police work. For shift workers, particularly those who work nights, there is often a conflict between homeostatic sleep pressure and circadian rhythms, leading to increased sleepiness during night shifts and fragmented sleep during the day, which in turn impairs health and performance. However, it is important to acknowledge that stress and mental health are influenced by a range of factors, including age, years of service, and the nature of the officer’s specific duties. This complexity makes it challenging to capture precise statistics on the prevalence of stress-related mental health issues in police officers. Research has shown that shift workers, particularly women, face an increased risk of mental health challenges, including depression (Torquati et al., 2019).

Despite the growing concern over the mental health of police officers, forces are beginning to implement strategies to address these challenges. For example, the adoption of forward-rotating shift patterns aims to reduce the negative effects of consecutive night shifts. Additionally, some forces have introduced 4 on, 4 off shift schedules, consisting of two-day shifts, two-night shifts, and a longer rest period, which may help officers maintain a better work-life balance and support their mental health. Other initiatives, such as the introduction of “Wellbeing Vans,” offer officers access to physical, psychological, and financial health checks, which are supported by occupational health staff (Pythian et al., 2022).

Further compounding the stress faced by police officers is the issue of staffing shortages. Sir Mark Rowley recently stated that the Metropolitan Police Force is approaching its lowest staffing levels in a decade (Davis, 2024). Concurrently, violent crime rates have increased dramatically, rising from 634,600 offences in 2013/14 to over 2.1 million in 2022/23 across England and Wales (Statista, 2022). These increased demands on police services only add to the stress experienced by officers. However, some argue that the way crimes are recorded may skew these figures, with some forces, such as Sussex Police, reporting a crime recording accuracy of 94.6% (Office for Statistics Regulation, 2024). In a survey by the Police Federation, 69% of officers reported operating at minimum staffing levels, and 89% felt they lacked enough officers to manage the demands of their teams. As a result, 72.4% reported high workloads, while 79.3% acknowledged experiencing mental health challenges, including stress, low mood, and anxiety (Elliot-Davies, M. 2018).

Interestingly, research indicates that simply increasing the number of officers may not resolve these issues. The HMIC suggests that police forces could reduce crime by focusing on more effective activities rather than increasing officer numbers. This suggests that structural issues within the police service and existing policies may be more to blame for high workloads than a lack of personnel (HMIC, 2011).

In conclusion, police work is one of the most stressful occupations, with significant physical and psychological tolls on officers. Stressors like shift work, exposure to trauma, and high workloads contribute to poor mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and burnout. While seasoned officers may have developed coping strategies, frontline staff face increase risks due to staffing shortages and rising demands. Efforts such as forward- rotating shift patterns, improved work-life balance and wellbeing initiatives show slight improvements to the problem. However, addressing the root cause of stress, such as workload management and structural changes within the service, remains crucial. A comprehensive approach is needed to protect the health and wellbeing of officers while maintaining effective policing.






CHAPTER 3

3.1 Methodology

This research aims to explore how occupational stressors, specifically shift patterns and workforce shortages, influence the health and mental wellbeing of police officers within the United Kingdom. The proposal seeks to establish whether the current organisational structures, including scheduling practices and resourcing levels, are contributing factors to the growing concerns around poor mental health, burnout, and reduced officer retention. The study will also assess whether current wellbeing initiatives within police forces are effective in addressing these issues, or whether further policy reform is required.

As previously discussed in the literature review, the key objectives of the research are to:

· Identify the impact of irregular and demanding shift patterns on sleep quality, physical health, and mental wellbeing.
· Understand the effects of workforce shortages on officer workload, stress, and job satisfaction.
· Explore officers’ personal experiences, coping mechanisms, and perceived levels of support from their organisation.
· Investigate whether existing initiatives, such as forward-rotating shift systems and wellbeing services, are effective.
· Highlight potential gaps in policy and training that may contribute to high levels of occupational stress.


This research has been informed by professional experience working in frontline policing, where increasing workloads and changes in shift systems have become apparent, particularly during periods of understaffing. Observations from within the operational setting have helped to shape the study and ensure the questions remain relevant to current workforce conditions.

The primary method of data collection for this study will be an anonymous online survey. The survey will be distributed to officers working across various ranks, departments, and shift types within a UK police force. A combination of closed, multiple choice, Likert-scale, and open-ended questions has been chosen to capture both quantitative and qualitative data. This format allows participants to provide measurable responses, while also offering space to share individual insights and lived experiences.

The survey will be disseminated using internal communication platforms, including the force’s internal messaging boards and email system, to reach a wide audience of officers. The target demographic includes police constables and sergeants, particularly those on frontline duties who are more likely to be affected by variable shift work and staff shortages. The aim is to gather responses from officers with differing lengths of service and entry routes into policing, to ensure a diverse range of perspectives.

Closed questions and multiple-choice responses will allow for statistical analysis and clear data comparisons. For example, questions such as “How many hours of sleep do you typically get between night shifts?” and “Do you feel your mental wellbeing is supported by the organisation?” will be used to assess trends across responses. However, a key limitation of this approach is that it may restrict participants from offering deeper context behind their answers. To account for this, open-ended questions will be included to explore how officers personally manage occupational stress and what improvements they would recommend.

While the survey will be shared with many officers—estimated to be between 1,000 and 1,500 depending on the force—the expected response rate is likely to be significantly lower. Contributing factors may include shift patterns that reduce time or willingness to engage, officers on leave or long-term sick, and general disengagement due to workload pressures.

Other limitations of the methodology include the time of year the survey is issued periods such as summer leave or the winter festive season may see reduced engagement. Additionally, the short window of survey availability may prevent some officers from responding before it closes. Another consideration is that this research focuses on a single police force, which may limit the generalisability of findings across the UK. Different forces may have varying internal policies, wellbeing initiatives, and local operational demands that impact officer wellbeing in different ways.

Despite these limitations, this method of data collection is suitable for the research aims and provides a cost-effective and scalable approach to understanding the lived experiences of serving officers. The findings will help determine whether organisational practices such as shift scheduling and staffing models are contributing to declining wellbeing, and what measures can be introduced to better support the health and performance of police personnel.



3.2 Analysis of Results

As part of the research, a survey was distributed via the Gwent Police internal channels in order to gain a better understanding of how occupational stressors, including shift work, influence the health and wellbeing of police officers. The survey focused on the key objective of the research: to assess how operational pressures, such as irregular hours, sleep disruption, and staffing shortages, impact both physical and mental health across front-line officers.

The survey consisted of 19 questions, both multiple-choice and open-ended, and was made available to all officers within the force. In total, 13 responses were received, which is lower than initially expected. However, it is important to consider that this may be attributed to limited access due to demanding shift schedules and the current pressures on police resources, which may have prevented broader participation across departments.

In terms of rank, the overwhelming majority of respondents identified as Police Constables (PCs), with one participant identifying as a Detective Constable. Notably, most participants (9 out of 13) had served for fewer than 5 years, suggesting that newer officers may be more willing or available to engage in discussions around wellbeing and shift-related pressures. Only one respondent had more than 20 years of service. Contrary to this maybe due to the lack of access to officers older in service, or that the force is very young in service.

A significant 85% of respondents reported working a rotating shift pattern, including nights. No participants reported working day-only or night-only shifts, indicating that the force is primarily staffed on a 24/7 rotating schedule. Over 76% of respondents stated they work more than 50 hours per week, highlighting the intense demand placed on officers, with only one individual working under 45 hours.

Sleep disruption emerged as a major issue. 10 out of 13 participants (77%) reported that their shift pattern “often” or “always” causes sleep disturbances. Additionally, every respondent except one agreed that their shift pattern negatively impacted their physical health, with all 12 citing symptoms such as fatigue, digestive issues, and headaches This is supported and links shift work with physiological strain by Sagherian et al (2019). 

The impact on mental health was also significant. Eight officers stated that their shift pattern negatively influenced their mental wellbeing, with reported symptoms including anxiety, low mood, and poor sleep hygiene. Several participants described feelings of isolation, disrupted social lives, and detachment from their support networks as direct consequences of their working pattern. This is complemented by College of Policing  states there is elevated rates of poor mental health and burnout in frontline officers  (The College of Policing, 2022)

When asked about workforce capacity, only three respondents believed their team was adequately staffed to meet current demands. 10 officers indicated that they regularly work overtime due to staff shortages, with seven stating this occurred “often” and three saying “always.” This is consistent with findings that 10 out of 13 participants believed staffing shortages directly increased their stress levels.

Participants were also asked about their ability to cope with workload demands, with six stating they “often” felt overwhelmed and four stating they “always” did. This demonstrates a high level of perceived strain. Only one officer said they rarely felt overwhelmed.

Regarding organisational support, just three respondents felt the force provided sufficient wellbeing and mental health resources. Four officers had accessed some form of wellbeing initiative, but eight had not, with one stating they were unaware such services existed. When asked to rate the effectiveness of wellbeing initiatives, responses were mixed—three participants gave a rating of 3 or above, but four gave the lowest possible score of 1. One participant selected “unsure.”

In the open-ended responses, there were recurring suggestions to improve working conditions and wellbeing. Many officers proposed moving to a “4 on 4 off” shift pattern to provide more consistency and time to recover. Increased staffing, better management support, and more accessible wellbeing services were also repeatedly mentioned. One officer highlighted the challenges of micromanagement and the pressure of arrival targets, while others mentioned that departments such as response policing were under-supported in comparison to others.

On the topic of job performance, the impact of staffing shortages was strongly felt. Officers described how being “single crewed” or expected to handle high volumes of work alone was affecting both their personal health and the quality of service delivered to the public. One participant described the current state as “a vicious cycle,” with burnout leading to sickness absence, which further depletes staff numbers.

Finally, participants selected either “4” or “when rating how difficult they found it to balance personal life with work due to shift patterns, the majority of 5” on a five-point scale, indicating significant difficulty. Respondents shared that their sleep, family life, and social interactions were frequently compromised.

Overall, the survey responses suggest a clear and significant relationship between shift work, staffing shortages, and reduced officer wellbeing—both physically and mentally. The consistency in responses, despite the relatively small sample size, points to broader structural issues within the policing environment that warrant further exploration and meaningful intervention. This research however is also predominantly from Response officers with less than 5 years in service. For a more accurate understanding 

Chapter 4

4.1 Conclusion

The findings from this study provide strong insight into the effect of occupational stressors—particularly irregular shift schedules and reduced staffing levels—on the health and wellbeing of police officers. Based on the responses collected, it is evident that current working conditions place a considerable strain on officers’ physical and psychological welfare, especially those serving in high-demand, frontline roles.

Participants highlighted a range of issues directly related to their shift patterns, including persistent fatigue, disrupted sleep, digestive issues, and an inability to maintain a consistent routine. These experiences closely align with wider academic research on circadian rhythm disruption and the harmful effects of long and unsociable working hours. Additionally, officers reported notable impacts on their mental health, such as heightened anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and reduced social engagement. These issues were compounded by perceptions of being undervalued, unsupported, and overburdened, especially when working overtime due to staffing gaps.

The evidence also suggests that organisational responses to these challenges remain insufficient. A majority of respondents felt that internal wellbeing initiatives lacked visibility or effectiveness, and there was a strong consensus that support from management could be improved. The desire for practical changes—such as the adoption of alternative shift systems, increased personnel, and better recognition of operational pressures, was consistently echoed throughout the responses.

While the survey sample was modest and primarily drawn from less experienced, response-based officers, the consistency of feedback suggests that these challenges may be widespread. Further research, particularly involving a more diverse and senior range of staff across multiple forces, would be beneficial to build on these findings.




4.2 Recommendations

Based on the analysis of survey responses and supporting literature, the following recommendations are proposed:

Review and Adapt Shift Patterns
Forces should evaluate the long-term viability of current shift structures, with consideration given to models such as the “4 on 4 off” pattern. This could help reduce fatigue, support recovery time, and improve officers’ ability to manage their personal responsibilities.

Strengthen Staffing Levels
The pressure caused by insufficient officer numbers was a clear concern. Recruitment strategies should focus on long-term sustainability, and forces may benefit from exploring targeted hiring campaigns.

Enhance Mental Health Support
Wellbeing resources should be more accessible, consistent, and actively promoted. This includes expanding counselling services, peer support programmes, and regular mental health check-ins.

Develop Responsive Supervision and Leadership Training
Supervisors should be equipped with the skills and awareness to recognise signs of stress in their teams. Management culture should foster open dialogue about wellbeing and create environments where officers feel supported without fear of stigma.


Implement Ongoing Monitoring and Evaluation
Forces should establish regular wellbeing audits and anonymous surveys to track the impact of operational pressures on their workforce. These findings should inform policy and allow for proactive responses to emerging challenges.

Protect Rest and Recovery Time
Officers consistently reported poor work-life balance. Forces should protect scheduled rest days, limit back-to-back shifts, and avoid unnecessary call-ins during rest periods unless operationally critical.


Address Organisational Inequality in Workload Distribution
Several responses referenced unequal expectations across departments. Forces should ensure that specialist teams and response units share workload fairly and equitably to avoid overburdening specific groups.


These recommendations are intended to guide improvements in how forces approach workforce wellbeing. While operational demands will continue to place pressure on policing, steps can be taken at an organisational level to reduce preventable strain and promote healthier, more sustainable working environments for all officers.
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How Do Occupational
stressors including Shift
Patterns, Influence Health?

Purpose of the ResearchYou are being
invited to participate in a survey for a
research study exploring the impact of
knife crime and modern policing,
specifically the potential implications of
routinely arming officers in Gwent.What
Participation Involves

® The survey will take approximately 10
minutes to complete.

* You will be asked questions about
your perceptions, experiences, and
opinions regarding knife crime and
policing.

® Participation is entirely voluntary.
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Your Rights as a Participant

® You can withdraw at any time
without providing a reason and
without penalty.

® Your responses will be anonymised,
and all information will be kept
strictly confidential.

Benefits and Risks

o Benefits: Your input will contribute
to important discussions surrounding
public safety and policing policy.

® Risks: Some questions may touch on
sensitive topics related to knife crime
and violence. If you feel
uncomfortable, you may skip any
question or exit the survey.
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Data Protection and Confidentiality

o All survey data will be stored securely
and used solely for academic
purposes.

* Data will be anonymized and
retained for a year in accordance
with the University Trinity Saint David
data protection policies.

* No personally identifiable
information (PIl) will be included in
the final report.

Informed Consent By proceeding with the
survey, you confirm that:

1. You have read and understood this
information sheet.

2. You are voluntarily participating in
this research.

3. You understand that you can
withdraw at any time without
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penalty.
4. You are aged 18 or older.
5. You are an active duty Police Officer.
6. You currently work within the Gwent
Constabulary.

If you have any questions about the study
or your participation please contact Rhys
Lloyd at 2134423 @student.uwtsd.ac.uk
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1. What is your current rank?

Enter your answer

2. How many years have you served in
the police force ?

O Less than 5 years
O 5-10 years
O 11-15 years
O 16-20 years

O More than 20 years
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3. Which shift pattern do you
currently work

O Day shift only

(O Night shift only

O Rotating shifts ( Including nights)
(O Flexibly shifts

O other
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4. How many hours do you typically
work per week?

O Less than 35 hours
O 35-45 hours
O 41-50 hours

O More than 50 hours
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5. How often do you experience sleep
disturbances due to your shift
pattern?

O Never
O Rarely
(O sometimes
O often
O Aways
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6. Do you feel your shift pattern
negatively impacts your physical
health( e.g fatigue, digestive issues,
headaches) ?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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7. Do you feel your shift pattern
negatively impacts your mental
health (e.g., stress, anxiety,
depression)?

O \Yes]
O No
O Unsure

8. If yes, in what ways has your shift

pattern affected your mental health
[

Enter your answer
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9. On a scale of 1 to 5, how difficult
do you find it to balance work and
personal life due to your shift
pattern ? (1 very easy, 5 Very
difficult)

Enter your answer

10. What aspects of your current shift
pattern do you find most
challenging ?

Enter your answer
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11. Do you feel that your team is
adequately staffed to handle the
workload?

O \Yes]
O No
O Unsure

12. How often do you work overtime
due to staffing shortages?

O Never
O Rarely
(O sometimes
O often
O Always
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13. Do you feel that workforce
shortages increase your stress
levels?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure

14. In your opinion, what impacts do
staffing shortages have on officer
wellbeing and job performance ?

Enter your answer
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15. How often do you feel
overwhelmed by the demands of
your job ?

O Never
O Rarely
(O sometimes
O often
O Aways
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16. Does your organisation provide
sufficient support for managing
stress and mental health?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure

17. Have you used any wellbeing
intitatives (e.g mental health
services, counselling, wellbeing
days) provided by your force?

O Yes
O No

O Not aware of available services
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18. On a scale of 1 to 5, how effective
do you find your force's wellbeing
initiative's ? ( 1= not effectiveat all,
5= very effective)

Enter your answer

19. What additional support or changes
would help reduce stress and
improve your wellbeing at work?

Enter your answer

20. If you could make one change to
improve work-life balance and
wellbeing in policing, what would it
be ?

Enter your answer
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