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2.0 Introduction
This chapter analyses relevant legal authorities and respected academic literature concerning current physical standards and testing in policing, and whether these adequately address the role's physical demands.

Being a police officer requires more than just procedural expertise about making decisions under duress, it frequently entails extreme physical exertion, physical demands and unanticipated situations. Operation responsibilities put a lot of physical strain on officers, whether they are conducting foot pursuits, responding to violent incidents, or conducting rescues and taking part in crowd control. Police forces across the UK have responded by enforcing physical fitness requirements to make sure personnel meet these hurdles. 

Still, there are concerns regarding these standards applicably and practically. Do they accurately represent the physical demands of the job? Or are they more influenced by custom, legal justification, and hiring objectives done by actual data? This chapter will also analyse how well current fitness standards in policing align with the practical daily physicality needed for operational tasks. 


Furthermore, this chapter will highlight important topics, arguments, and gaps in a body of knowledge about police fitness requirements and job demands. This creates the research scholarly underpinnings and ensures that the study is based on up-to-date information, and makes a significant contribution to continuing research. 

This literature review will be accomplished through the analysis of literature obtained from the UWTSD e-learning online library database and an Internet search engine called Google Scholar, which gathers information and navigates the Internet to present data from verified academic and scholar resources. These sources include government publications, expert unprofessional textbooks, academic journals, research development publications, and other sources that are authorised and qualified to publish information about operational policing duties and police police fitness standards. 

2.1 Current Fitness Standards 
Physical fitness in policing was mainly under standardised and unstructured in the early 20th century. Although there were no official evaluations, officers would need to maintain their own general fitness (Thielgen & Schade, 2024). Back then the emphasis was on endurance and strength, reflecting the actual physical nature and practicality of early policing roles. By the 1970s the Law Enforcement Assistant Administration (LEAA) Introduced the first ever structured fitness standards, mainly focusing on cardiovascular endurance and muscular strength (Bryan, 2024). At this point UK policing lag behind and implementing consistent national standards. 

Police fitness standards marked a turning point in in 2012 after the Windsor review (Part II). The introduction of the job related fitness test (JRFT) which became mandatory for all police officers undertaking personal safety training which is what officers complete at the application phase of recruitment. It is also Important to note that it is a requirement for all police officers to complete the personal safety training annually in order for them to be operational compatible and up to date with the current training standards (College of Policing, 2021). The job related fitness test involves a 15m metre shuttle run to a level of 5.4 equating to an aerobic capacity of 35ML/KG/MIN (Kent Police, 2024). 

The standard for the job related fitness test was introduced based on research by Brewer at al., (2004), who analysed the physical of police training. Brewer et al., (2004) used 35 serving police officers aged 22 to 45 years of age. His method was to get the participants to complete in the six core PST modules while wearing gas analysis and heart rate monitors. During the research Brewer at a., (2004) collected samples from all the attendees and participants breath to measure VO2 Max. Brewer et al., (2004) found that level 5.4 on the job related fitness test should be the minimum standard for all the officers and the taking personal safety training. These findings were agreed by the Police Advisory Board and incorporated into national policy (College of Policing, 2021).

There have been studies to suggest that the job related fitness test may exceed the actual aerobic demands and modern training (NPCC, 2023). Saunder (2003) has made an argument that a joint role fitness test does not compliment or reflect the actual physical demands that police officers have to carry out and their role. “The bleep test is not a measure of general fitness or health, but simply a measure of physical capability to undertake Public & Personal Safety Training (PPST)” (Saunders, 2023).  Brown v Mod (2023) found that the test disproportionately affected older officers down to the physiological differences such as them having a lower VO2 2 Max and less muscle mass. Statistics showed in 2024 it was found that 1,200 police officers failed the fitness test which way is concerns about race fairness and its effectiveness in relation to the job role (Liberal Democrats, 2024).

There be many platforms like Reddit and police community where officers who are currently serving or who have served in a frontline position and role have expressed frustration with the fitness test and its relevance the job role itself (Reddit, 2025; Police community 2025). There have been many officers who have argued that the bleep test can be stressful and it does not reflect current  policing demands which often involves short bursts of an anaerobic effort and not sustained aerobic activity which is what the joint role fitness test aims to assess (Reddit, 2025). There are many officers who believe that the fitness should be measured through scenario based training rather than running tests (Careers in Blue, 2025). Fitness should be measured by performance in training, not arbitrary running tests” (Pilrimm, 2025).

Research by Miller, Sharp & Bracket (2018)f highlight modern day police officers regularly undertake grappling, repeated sprints, load carriage and rapid directional change when they are conducting foot pursuits and carrying out crowd control on public order deployments. Many of these actions demand an anaerobic power, muscular strength and agility which the joint world fitness test does not assess. Bishop and Payne (2017) have stated that an assessment involving high intensity interval runs, strength tasks and job specific drills such as a load drag obstacle courses would better ensure that all police officers acquire the resilience and capability to perform their roles effectively and safely.    

The national police council in 2023 endorsed the research highlighting that the aerobic demands of public on personal safety training align more closely with 3.7 on the bleep test rather than the 5.4 (Saunders, 2023). In 2024 Kent Police updated their job related fitness test standard to adopt level 3.7 from offices conducting personal safety training following recruitment training (Kent Police, 2024). It is important to note that the entry level is still 5.4 during the application process and initial recruitment and 3.7 for any testing following this. The Police Federation welcomed the new aerobic cut off as evidence uncompliant with Equality Act 2010 noting that older female and male officers previously struggled to meet level 5.4 (Saunders, 2023).

Thielgan and Schade (2024) conducted a study and measured police officers heart rate, and their response is doing live role training and found that peak intensities often exceed 5.4. This suggested that an aerobic only test even at 3.7 does not capture anaerobic power, muscular strength, and agility demands. Thielgen and Schade, (2024) has suggested without either strength and high intensity interval components a shift to level 3.7 will heavily under prepare officers carrying out foot pursuits or physical interventions while carrying out their role. 

Some officers and commentators argued that lowering the standards could compromised public safety, calling the new level “pathetic” and “something an unfit tortoise could pass” (GB News, 2023). Critics have feared that the reduced standards might erode confidence in police capability, especially in high risk roles (Geoghegan, 2025). “This now so-called fitness standard puts the lives of police officers and the public at risk” (Anonymous Met Officer, 2023). 

2.2Physical Demands of Policing 
Police officers in the UK face diverse physical challenges that extend beyond routine patrols, encompassing load carriage, foot pursuits, grappling during arrests, crowd control and prolonged periods of standing or walking in full kit. These tasks impose significant physiological strain, affecting operation effectiveness and long-term health (Rayson, 2011). Understanding these demands is critical for developing targeted fitness standards and training interventions that reflect the realities of moder policing (Spiteri et al., 2016). 

Load carriage remains one of the most taxing in the mountains and police officers at the moment, carrying body armour utility belts and communication devices which can often total a weight of 10 to 15 kilogrammes. Knapik et al. (2004) metabolic studies have shown that for every additional kilogramme that a police officer is carrying it increases energy expenditure by approximately 1 to 2% during walking and running. There has been UK based simulations whereby officers carrying 12 kilogrammes have experienced a 20% rise in heart rate and 15% decrease in minimal auction uptake performance (Pirnes et al., 2014). These shifts can compromise endurance and speed during critical interventions.

Foot pursuits have been characterised by sudden acceleration, changing direction and maximal Sprint efforts over even or even terrain. Research by Rayson (2011) have indicated that 80% of foot pursuits involve at least one sprint exceeded 100 metres, whereby officers have reached 90 to 95% of the age predicted maximum heart rate. It has been shown that prolonged foot chases can often attract cumulative fatigue and substantially risking the risk of musculoskeletal injuries (Spiteri et al., 2016). 

Routine foot patrols often entail prolonged walking and standing, with average shift distances of 12-15km at 4-5km/h while wearing 10-16kg of equipment. Even at moderate speeds, officers’ energy expenditure can exceed 6kcal a min leading to early onset fatigue and a 25% reduction in alertness over eight-hour shifts (Murphy et a., 2011). According to Murphy et al., (2011) the best type of training to improve officer Sprint recovery an sustained boost of high power output is high intensity interval training which is not tested on the job related fitness test. 

On many occasions police officers get into physical confrontations which require them to grapple. This demands explosive strength, muscular endurance and core stability. Studies measuring force output during takedowns have shown to report a peak ground reaction force have up to three times the body weight (McLean & Gill, 2012). Studies suggest that police officers with poor upper body strength exhibit longer rush times and increase chance of injury to both of them and the suspect (O’Neill et al., 2013). Resistance training protocols focussing on compound posterior-chain movements can reduce these incidents and improve arrest efficiency (Siddle et al., 2019) 

Noaked et al., (2010) has reported that crowd control operations introduced sustained static and dynamic loads through baton work, shield handling and coordination along with keeping in riot formation. Monitoring has revealed that officers in protective kit weighing up to 18 kilogrammes sustain a 60 to 70% of VO2 max for durations exceeding 2 hours elevating core temperature and risking heat strain. Research shows dot police officers conducting tactical drills incorporating multidirectional marching carrying a load whilst conducting baton strikes have effectively enhanced both tolerances two movement economy and heat stress (Prines et al., 2014).

A case study at The Metropolitan Police Service by Christie (2020) was conducted which analysed 3 years of pursuit data (2016-2018) on custody and incident logs, supplemented by semi-structured interviews with 24 pursuit trained officers and control room.

The data showed: 
· Data sample: 2,099 authorised vehicle and foot pursuits
· Injury outcomes: 4.2% of officers reported musculoskeletal strains, 28% abrasions and 8% head knocks as most common. 
· Pursuit characteristics: average pursuit lasted 75s over 320m of urban terrain with sudden direction changes and sprint bouts exceeding 90% max heart rate. 
· Officer insights: interviewees cited rapid fatigue, tunnel vision and reduced reactionary gap when sprinting in full kit. Several described “cardiac like” chest pain on deceleration and extended recovery of 8-12 minutes before regaining full operational capacity. 

The recommendations from the case findings that implementing high-intensity interval training (HIIT) replicating 30-90 seconds of sprinting/rest patterns and including change of direction drills in kit to improve agility under load.  

2.3 Gaps Between Standards and Practice 
Despite the recognised importance of operational fitness to police effectiveness on demands, and officer well- being, several substantial gaps persist in the research on UK police physical fitness and standards. Firstly, there is a lack of evidence tracking how police officers’ fitness levels evolve throughout their careers. Although the College of policing have codified the job related fitness test to the 15 metres multi stage fitness test it remains unclear how fitness declines or improves with age, time served and changing duties. (College of policing, 2021). Cross-sectional pass rates offer limited insight into individual fitness trajectories, recovery following injury, or the impact of career breaks, shift patterns and promotions.

Relationship between JRFT performance and real world operational tasks have received insufficient experimental attention in a UK setting. International Studies demonstrate moderate correlations between physical test scores and task performance for example, Canettiet al (2021) found the Sprint and shuttle run times predicted fence jumps, drugs and get up tasks in US officers. Yet no UK based research has systematically validated the multi stag fitness test protocols against the common physical demands of arrest pursuit or the restraint. This leaves the police force is reliant on benchmarks from overseas or outdated physiological data (Brewer et al., 2004), without robust UK specific criterion validity. 

There is too much focus on aerobic capacity that lacks crucial attributes like strength power and agility. Functional movement tests and tactical load tests that have shown superior predictive validity in military organisations (Cook, Burton & Kiesel, 2016), these have not been integrated or evaluated within UK policing. This narrow fitness concept risks overlooking officers’ holistic readiness full unpredictable, physically demanding scenarios.

Reliability of high intensity tasks is also under researched. Police work often involves successive bouts of exertion with limited recovery, detainee restraint followed by pursuit of additional suspects, for example. Recruit data from Massachusetts show the sit-up and push up performance alongside 1.5 mile run times independently predicted academy graduation (Shusko et al., 2017). These findings highlight the importance of muscle endurance and recovery kinetics, yet UK protocols focus almost exclusively on annual aerobic testing. 

The current UK fitness programme for testing police recruits’ centres almost entirely on aerobic capacity yet several critical domains of operational performance remain unassessed. First maximum explosive strength in the upper part and lower limbs is not formally measured, despite evidence that officers regularly engage in grappling, baton strikes and dynamic lifting tasks. Muscular profiling studies have revealed that up to 30% of officers demonstrate below average power outputs during simulated arrests (Davey, 2018), list factors for both performance failure and muscular skeletal injury. 

Load carriage capacity receive only cursory attention. Officers routinely carry 12 to 20 kilogrammes of kit for extended periods, yet no standard test evaluates the combined effects of endurance load bearing and postural control under stress (Brewer, Begg & Woods 2004). Equally, chronic tightness in the hips and thoracic spine, documented in 40% of incumbents goes unchecked, contributing to lower back pain and reduced reach in defensive interventions (Welbourne 2017). 

Bridging these gaps demands a holistic fitness battery encompassing strength, power, agility, flexibility and occupationally relevant load carriage tests. Only through multi-dimensional approach can you keep please send ensure officers are truly prepared for the full spectrum of frontline challenges. 
2.4 Conclusion 
This literature review examining physical standards within UK operational policing reveals a concerning disparity between the current fitness levels and standards between actual officer capabilities and requirements for frontline policing. It has shown that the current physical demands of policing aren't being tested, and this is concerning as not only does it undermine officer safety during confrontations and pursuits but also pose risk to public trust and operational efficiency. 

Training protocols and fitness assessments have not evolved alongside the demands of modern policing, leaving a gap between real world expectations an institutional practise. Furthermore, a lack of consistent monitoring and support systems exaggerates the problem. The revealed literature signals a pressing need for standardised enforceable benchmarks and proactive interventions especially amid increasing physical demands.

In conclusion current findings strongly suggest that UK of police fitness testing does not meet the physical standards necessary for optimal operational performance.  To ensure public and officer safety there's an urgent need to reform fitness policies and embed a culture of physical preparedness within policing institutions. 

The next chapter of this dissertation will seek to identify the methodology that will be the most appropriate and suitable to conduct primary research surrounding the observed gaps witnessed within the literature review.
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