
Mental health and policing: Exploring the impact of rape investigation on police officers’ mental health within South Wales Police.

2.  Chapter two: Literature review
2.1 Introduction
This chapter will provide an insight into literature surrounding the mental health within policing and address the research objectives individually using a range of literature on each topic. This chapter will explore the impact of the rape investigation role has on officers’ mental health, with consideration of primary and secondary trauma. Furthermore, an exploration of the services involved in supporting the mental health of police officers within investigative departments will be carried out with a comparison from neighbouring forces and departments to determine if there is a lack of support or areas for improvement within South Wales Police. This dissertation will aim to compete the follow objectives:

1. To explore the impact of the rape investigation role has on mental health.
2. To explore the support services currently in place for officers within investigative departments.
3. To investigate if South Wales Police officers within a rape investigation team find that they are sufficiently supported.
The literature review encompasses a variety of sources, ranging from academic research and journals on the topic that have been obtained from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) online library, in addition to online documents and sources from Google Scholar and The National Library of Medicine. The sources for the review involve searches of key topics such as mental health however to be specific to the dissertation objectives, the majority of the searches include existing primary research on areas involving the mental health in policing. 

2.2 Mental health in policing
As the purpose of this research is to explore this impact on rape investigation has on the mental health of police officers, it must first be determined what is defined as mental health and what does this relate to when discussed from a policing perspective. 
The World Health Organization (2023) defines a person’s mental health and wellbeing to be the ability to manage the stressors of life whilst still being able to cope well with everyday tasks and contribute to society. From a policing perspective, it is recognised that the role of a police officer often presents challenges that can affect a person’s mental health, including exposure to distressing situations or reviewing material that can impact both mental and emotional wellbeing College of Policing (2021). Policing as a profession involves accepting responsibility for ensuring public safety and facilitating crime reduction (Porter and Lee, 2023). As a result of performing this duty, police officers are exposed to potentially traumatic incidents on a regular basis in addition to the likelihood of also experiencing additional occupational stressors that can impact their mental health including shift work, negative public perception and colleague absences from work (Carleton et al., 2020). The importance of maintaining a good mental health is crucial as it is expected that officers display a high level of professionalism during stress events and can demonstrate the capacity to manage life threating incidents effectively (Bertilsson et al., 2019). Moreover, the importance of police officer’s maintaining a good level of mental health is suggested by Wittmann, Jörns-Presentati and Groen (2020) who argue that within the policing role, regular encounters with individuals who are suffering with mental illness can often pose challenges and offers potential for dealing with unpredictable and dangerous behaviour. This proposes that a good level of mental health is required in the role in order to sufficiently support another who is experiencing a mental health crisis. 
The fundamental role of a police officer, regardless of specialist skill or rank is to ensure the safety of others by preventing and investigating crime (National Careers Service, 2019). Within policing, the opportunity to specialise within departments is available as a career pathway. This Includes specialising into investigative departments such as a Rape Investigation Team (RIT). This specialist role is constructed of detective constables who are dedicated to investigating and supporting victims of rape though the police process (Westmarland et al., 2012). 
The impact of the policing on an officer’s mental health, unspecific to role has been vastly explored, to which researchers such as Queirós et al. (2020) suggest that policing as a profession is considered to be stressful due to the exposure to danger and uncertainly. The authors argue that as a consequence of this, the role can impact both physical and mental health, resulting in burnout, aggressive behaviour and in some cases suicidal acts. 
Contributing factors to the decline in mental health has additionally been investigated by those such as Steel et al (2021) who through research suggest that police officers exposed to dangerous incidents have a higher risk of developing posttraumatic stress disorder (PSTD) and complex PTSD(C-PTSD), Galanis, Fragkou and Katsoulas (2021) who have provided an insight into identifying risk factors for stress in policing and Alves et al.(2023) where into the relationship between police officers and burnout has been researched. Given that a vast amount of research that has already been conducted into the mental health of those employed within the policing role, this alone suggests that police officers generally fit within the high-risk category of those who develop psychological conditions and that this is primarily due to the number of traumatic incidents they are exposed to during their service (Siriporn Santre, 2024). 
Stress and its frequency of impacting the mental health of police officers has been divided into two categories, operational and organisational stressors. Category one outlines operational stressors to include shift work, negative public perception and hostile interactions, whereas organizational stressors consist of excessive workloads, lack of organisation support and inadequate leadership (Queirós et al., 2020b), Moreover, when discussing mental health within policing, a large proportion of research appears to have not detailed the specific department within policing to which the research has taken place. It can be assumed that a majority of these researchers consider the police officers who have participated in their study to be first responders dealing with traumatic incidents ranging from traffic accidents to terrorist attacks (Regehr et al., 2019)
Generalised statistics on this topic gathered by Leicestershire Police Federation (2024) indicate that more than one in five police officer stated they were planning on resigning from their role. A range of factors have been recorded to be the reasoning behind this however, data showing that 39 per cent of participants indicated that a contributing factor is due to their individual workload being too high and thus, affecting their mental health. 
With the volume of police officers suffering with their mental health becoming a substantial public health concern (Siriporn Santre, 2024b). A study assessing the overall mental health of police and therefore supporting the notion that there is a concern over the mental health of police officers within the UK is that conducted by Porter and Lee (2023b) who conducted research in an interview setting with police officers who had an average of 26 years services to gain an insight into the policing culture and experiences, and moreover the effect they have had on their mental health. Findings of this study show that a core theme in their data is that distress can cause suicidal idealisation and that seven of the 12 officers interviewed felt that their role would be harder in today’s climate due to increased demand and due to colleagues having a low length of service. Interestingly participants felt that from their own and colleagues’ experiences, it was more beneficial to seek mental health support from services not affiliated with the police. Positives of this study are that due to participants being former police officers they potentially could have been more open regarding their experiences as they had no fear of repercussions, However, it is important to note that a number of participants were still reluctant to discuss their own feelings and instead provided details of their colleagues. Moreover, further limitations are that this study involved recalling experiences of former officers and thus, does not provide data on officer’s younger in service and does not provide data reflecting on the current state of mental health in policing. 
Whilst in an opposing study, highlighted by Deschênes, Desjardins and Dussault (2018) it is suggested that the job role of a police officer does not appear to be linked to an increase in distress, Steel et al (2021b) found that from the 89% of UK police officers due to work in high-risk roles, it was determined that 3% suffered from PTSD and 2% had C-PTSD. Furthermore, this number was linked to having experienced increased trauma and that overall, the probability of officers developing C-PTSD was due to a lack of organisational support. Whilst a limitation of this study is that it is not defined what had been considered a “high risk role” the study suggests that a lack of support offered to police officers can subject them to additional mental health related conditions. 

2.3 To explore the impact of the rape investigation role has on mental health

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is recognised as being a serious health condition (Sparks, 2018). The likelihood of trauma, both primary and secondary is acknowledged by College of Policing (2018b) and attribute its prevalence to specific roles within the police. From research, the author states that response officers are liable to experience primary trauma as a result of the initial exposure to traumatic events and thus, suffer with the emotional side effects. 
Primary trauma includes suffering with flashbacks, intensive distress or nightmares regarding a specific event, in comparison to secondary trauma which in comparison has a likeness in symptoms, however, can be caused solely by dealing with victims, or by exposure to material related to the incident (College of Policing, 2018c).



Interestingly, The College of Policing compare the trauma of response officers to those within specialist roles, such as officers within a rape investigation team, stating that the main difference is the likelihood of exposure. From their own research it is argued that those within the specialist role are subject to a singular type of trauma such as reviewing distressing material and this continuous exposure to the singular type of incidents contribute to the probability of officers suffering with burnout of secondary trauma. Morabito, Pattavina and Williams (2020b) support the notion that detectives who work in the role of investigating sexual crimes are subjected to an increase of psychological distress, thus, negatively impacting their mental health. During the study, researchers conducted interviews with 42 detectives whose role is to investigate sexual crimes. The conclusion of this research shows that each detective had displayed symptoms of trauma as a direct result of their role, further suggesting that there is a correlation between a decline in detectives mental health following their involvement in investigating crimes of a sexual nature. 
In the interest of determining the relationship between secondary trauma and detectives investigating sexual offences, research conducted by Cronje and Vilakazi (2020) argues that being employed within this role can potentially impact detective officers’ mental health and contribute to the likelihood of suffering with secondary trauma. In order to form a conclusion, the researchers formed data collected from their detective participants in a form of questionnaires measuring secondary trauma symptoms within the past seven days. The research consisted of 51 male and female detective officers aged between 25-61. From the study, data showed that 51% of the participants were recorded to have high to severe levels of secondary trauma, 16% stated they have mild to moderate secondary trauma and 18% were recorded to have little to no secondary trauma symptoms. Interestingly, when considering the reasoning behind the detective’s secondary stress scores being caused by exposure to trauma, 55% of participants agreed that these symptoms were caused following dealing with traumatised victims.
Although this study does present its limitations to include that external factors such as a participants personal circumstances may have contributed to their score on the secondary trauma stress scale , thus, making the scoring less accurate, the study ultimately argues that whilst it is recognised that the participants reported a level of secondary trauma symptoms, no significant data was confirmed to have linked being exposed to traumatised victims to result in secondary trauma in participants. Due to the limited research on the topic and that of which is found offering opposing views, further exploration is required to provide a definitive link to determine if the role of rape investigation is responsible for causing a decline in the mental health of the officers involved. 

2.4 To explore the support services currently in place for officers within investigative 

Policing often commands resilience in stressful situations in order to prevent stress and limit the probability of developing a psychological condition as a result of the organisational demand (Queirós et al., 2020c). As policing is recognised as a challenging role, Santre (2024a) argues that implementing mental health interventions is essential when ensuring the promotion of good psychological health among police officers. College of Policing (2018d) highlight that in relation to offering support to officers, this responsibility lies highly on supervisors to notice changes in behaviour and signpost for support. This support is often offered through a process known as Trauma Risk Management (TRIM) (Porter and Lee, 2023c). Specialist departments are subjected to more detailed mental health support via trauma risk management College of Policing (2018e) and further support is offered via the Police Federation who provide clinical assessments, referrals to specialists and the opportunity to receive counselling (Police Federation, 2022). However, support by the police federation is not free of charge, thus, little detail regarding what support is available and provided by South Wales Police for those specifically within investigative roles is known. 

A study conducted by Demou, Hale and Hunt (2020) had been conducted in order to assess what interventions would be effective in relation to supporting those within the police with their mental health. The research involved conducting interviews from a workforce of over 23,000 individuals employed by Police Scotland, to which the study concluded that although knowledge around mental health conditions has improved, there is still room for improvement. A limitation to this study is that it incorporated police staff as well as officers, those of which have differing roles and likelihood of being exposed to trauma. Research by College of Policing and Porter and Lee support the notion that there is ongoing support for police officers, however, statistics from 2022 highlight that 13,263 officers were off work with mental health conditions including PTSD which in fact was significant increase to the 8.450 officers the year before. When this research is compared, it can be suggested, that the mental health of officers is getting increasingly worse, and an increase of support is necessary.  
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