Literature Review

Introduction 
In this chapter within the dissertation, I intend to review the literature relating to the impacts policing has on a person’s wellbeing in order to discover how this can be best combatted. Despite there being lots of research into officers wellbeing, it is still a major talking point with Policing being labelled as one of the most stressful occupations (Polfed, 2019). 

During my review of the literature, I want to know what the research tells us about the existing support that is in place for police officers and assess how effective they are. The core reasoning for looking into the existing support is due to the alarming rate of suicides of serving Officers within the UK Police organisations with figures showing  7799 deaths which were suicide related between 2019 to 2023 (Office for National Statistics, 2023).

Within the current state of research into the effects of policing onto an officer it is notable that there is several academics all reporting on the mental impacts but there is little research onto the physical impacts it can have. During my study I intend to explore this gap of literature.


What are the impacts of Policing?
It is evident that policing has various impacts onto an officer, effecting both their personal and professional lives. Within research from Sitohang (2023) it reinforces that policing can have a significant impact onto a person’s wellbeing due to the imbalance of personal and professional life experiences. Although, some research by College of Policing (2025) suggests that with the correct support system such as flexible working patterns or staggered hours of work there is a possibility of achieving a more balanced home and work life. However, due to the lack of officers currently in UK policing with 41.9% decrease of people joining (GOV, 2025) and the constant demand of the role of an officer, there is an evident divide in what would be classed as a healthy work and life balance. This reinforces that an officer will at some point in their career experience hardship of balancing their personal and professional lives. 

In conjunction with the imbalanced work and personal life, trauma plays a major role when discussing impacts onto an officers wellbeing. Trauma has several descriptions however it is commonly accepted by the scientific communities that French (1901) explained it the best stating, ‘one or more events  that, due  to their characteristics, can alter the subject’s psychic system, threatening to fragment mental cohesion’. As quoted by Avon and Somerset Police Federation (2021) Prideaux stated that officers will attend between 400 to 600 traumatic incidents during their career compared to the three to four a person outside of policing will experience. This is further reinforced by Police Care UK (2024) who quotes Gomes that police overs will attend 400 to 500 traumatic events in their career compared to the four to six a general member of the public will experience. Despite various studies and research there is clearly an overwhelming opinion is that officers are frequently exposed to traumatic events in their careers, this is stated by Foley et al (2020), Hansen et al (2025) and Weiss et al (2010). 

Following on from the trauma officers experience they are also exposed to consistent high levels of stress. Stress can be described as a complex physiological and behavioural response to an external factor such as physical harm and trauma (Ghasemi et al, 2024).Traumatic events can be linked to negative effects onto a person’s mental wellbeing including increased stress (Walters et al, 2024). However, within results from an independent questionnaire it is outlined that officers have increased stress during their first 15 years of service, with the stress stemming from organisational needs rather than stress from traumatic events (Gullon-Scott et al, 2022). Frequently high stress levels can be directly linked to a drastic increase in a person’s cortisol level, which carries its negative effects (Vaccarino and Bremner, 2024). Research from Grant et al (2009) also furthers the risks stress imposes onto a person’s physical health, the research also links back to how a poor work and personal life balance with added stress can cause cardiovascular and cortisol issues. The risks of chronic stress levels affecting the cortisol is also linked with other negative effects such as Neurodegenerative diseases and psychological disorders such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), this is outlined within research from Knezevic et al (2023).

Whilst research shows impacts onto a person’s mental wellbeing it is noted that there are physical effects it can have, this can include wearing police uniform. On average Police officers stab vest which weighs between 2 to 5 kilograms and officers will wear them for prolonged periods, during the article it also outlines the necessity for the armour. (Police Supplies UK, 2024). The necessity for the added weight is reinforced by LaTourrette (2010) who states that officers not wearing a stab vest is 3 to 4 times more likely to suffer fatal or serious injuries when stabbed. The increase of weight being carried can cause a variety of issues onto an officers physical heath, these issues include lower back pains / strain and increased pressure on the hips mobility. This is outlined in a campaign created by Police Federation (2021) called ‘Back to Basics’ who reinforce that despite the necessity to wear a stab vest the human body mainly the spine is not meant to carry the additional weight for prolonged periods of time.


How do these affect an Officer?
As mentioned previously, policing can have negative impacts both mentally and physically, one of which is onto a persons work life balance. Due to this factor it can have a detrimental effect on an officers wellbeing. During research performed by Gragnano et al (2020) it is evident that maintaining a healthy work, life balance is essential to maintaining a positive morale. This topic is further researched by Kumari and Verma (2022) who stated that poor work, life balance effects not only their personal lives, but also the organisational needs to perform their job roles to the expected standards. This is also reinforced by Sirgy and Lee (2018) who explained the necessity for having a healthy work life balance as it can boost a persons job satisfaction, job performance, organisational commitment, family satisfaction and the reduction of stress related outcomes. 

In addition to the overwhelming imbalance of a persons personal and work life in policing, trauma also plays a major factor when assessing the impacts of policing onto a persons wellbeing. As stated previously by Avon and Sommerset Police Federation (2021) there is a high volume of traumatic events that an officer will attend during their career. In support of this statement, research by Maguen et al (2009) explains that officers who attend traumatic events are expected to remain on duty and then attend more without having sufficient time to process the trauma from the previous incident. Within a news article by Shaw (2019) it was outlined that PTSD within police is climbing at an alarming rate. This was further stated during a study conducted by Miller (2019) where it was revealed that within the 17,000 officers that took part in the study, 95% of them were exposed to traumatic events and following the event 20% experienced trauma-related symptoms in the following weeks. With the increase of trauma exposure in policing it can lead to an officer taking time away from policing due to the negative affect in their mental wellbeing. During a survey conducted by Police Federation (2024) they stated that 14,508 officers took time off due to poor metal health, within the article they stated that the same survey was done and year prior and this years figures showed a 9% increase. They also outline that during a survey conducted by Police Oracle (2013) in 2012 to 2013 there was 6,294 officers who took time off for poor mental health. This shows a drastic increase of officers mental wellbeing declining with a 130.5% increase between the officers being off due to poor mental health. 

Following on from the overwhelming opinion relating to Police officers being exposed to trauma and the contribution to officers being diagnosed with PTSD, this not only affects a persons psychological health but it can affect their physical health due to the exposure to high levels of stress. As previously outlined by Vaccarino and Bremner (2024) and Grant et al (2009) exposure to high stress situations contribute to cardiovascular and cortisol problems. Whitworth et al (2005) states that these issues can lead to a decline in physical wellbeing, the increase to cortisol poses a significant risk to them being affected by ‘Cushing’s Syndrome’ which can negatively contribute to an rise of blood pressure, truncal obesity, hyperinsulinemia, hyperglycemia, insulin resistance, and dyslipidemia. 

Furthering the effects of policing onto a person’s physical wellbeing there is notable impacts which can lead to musculoskeletal problems as previously stated by Police Federation (2021) who explained the risks of wearing body armour onto a person’s spine. Musculoskeletal (MSK) problems can be both a short and long term affects such as arthritis, back pain, stiffness, limited movement, and potentially disability which affect quality of life (NHS England, 2025). Despite the lack of research supporting the risks of MSK to police officers it is evident that it is present as within a review performed by Kasem et al (2024) they explain the limited research surrounding police officers suffering with MSK related problems, however from their own research they noticed 86% of officers reported MSK complaints in a 12 month window. In a news article by Police1 (2023) they further outline the risks of MSK in policing with officers complaining of lower back and knee pains.

Linking back to all the effects policing has onto a person and their wellbeing it is clear that it contributes to their fatigue of both physical and mental wellbeing. This is an overwhelming opinion as stated by Foley et al (2020), Ugwu and Idemudia (2024), Steel et al (2021) and Hopkins et al (2023) who all state that officers are suffering ‘burnout’ which is increasing the risks of PTSD and mental health conditions such as depression. Where supporting evidence from Trivedi (2004) it outlines that due to poor mental health a persons physical health can be affected.


What support is in place for the wellbeing concerns?
As identified above there are negative affects policing can have onto an officers wellbeing. Within some of the literature reviewed there is mention of coping mechanisms / support that needs to be implemented to combat the issues. Research performed by Craddock and Telesco (2021) outlines the importance of officers mental wellbeing and how it needs to be combated. Within a review performed by Sutton and Polaschek (2022) they outline numerous strategies such as secondary intervention, territory intervention, expert-led programmes and peer-support programmes which can be implemented to combat stress and trauma related wellbeing concerns. 

Part of these support networks is a process called Trauma Risk Management (TRiM) which aims to intervene and support officers when they attend an incident that poses a risk to their wellbeing (Kent Police, 2023). An example of TRiM being affective can be evidenced by Hunt et al (2013) who stated that following a major incident in Cumbria Constabulary a TRiM unit was deployed and 717 police officers/staff where identified to be suffering with high levels of trauma exposure. Following the officers engaging in the TRiM process there was notable reduction in officers sickness following a traumatic event they attended. Further to TRiM’s being implemented as an early intervention, Police constabularies work in conjunction with a company called Oscar Kilo (OK) whos objectives are to provide key support which is tailored to police officers/staff (Oscar Kilo, 2025).

Despite having these support networks in place research by Papazoglou and Tuttle (2018) outlines that officers are often sceptical about engaging and using the support networks as they fear to be labelled. This is not a new issue that support networks encounter as stated by Miller (1995) who explains ‘tough cops’ won’t engage with mental support as they fear that it, ‘implies weakness, cowardice, and lack of ability to do the job’. With this issue support networks struggle to effectively support people, due to this services such as TRiM were implemented to allow people to speak out about their issues without the fear of repercussions.

However, each wellbeing concern that arises for an officer whether it be mental or physical, they assess these differently due to their own style of coping mechanism. As a study performed by Civilotti el at (2021) shows if the correct intervention is chosen which suits the officers coping mechanism it can show positive improvements.


Despite support networks being in place to combat the wellbeing concerns officers are subjected too, there is clear overwhelming evidence that they are not able to manage the issues, as diagnosis for PTSD and other mental health related problems are on the rise. This is evident from Office for National Statistics (2023) and Police Federation (2024).


Conclusion
From completing a review of the existing literature, it showed that there is a clear link between policing and negative aspects of wellbeing. It is notable that throughout the literature there is an overwhelming opinion that stress and trauma being the common denominators as stated by Ugwu and Idemudia (2024) and Foley et al (2020).

Within the literature I have also looked at some of the existing support in place for police and how they affective they currently are. There is clear support out there for police however, there is still a significant question to be raised to why despite all the support is officer wellbeing still a major talking point.

Noted within the review of existing literature had a clear gap with most the literature outlining the mental effects with little research on impacts that policing has onto an officers physical wellbeing, during my study I aim to provide research into this gap. 
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