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 “HOW COMMON IS POOR MENTAL HEALTH IN POLICE OFFICERS IN ENGLAND AND WALES”

CHAPTER 2


2.1 Literature Review

Introduction 

This chapter of the dissertation will place the research topic in the current climate, using existing sources of information, gathering investigations from varying sources, including police forces in England and Wales; to place officer mental health and wellbeing in its’ current context.  This topic of investigation was selected due to the researcher’s personal investment within the research. The researcher is currently a serving police officer, undergoing the Policing Educational Qualification Framework (PEQF) training, alongside being a full-time, operational response police officer. This qualification ensures that every officer, regardless of rank have a standard and minimum qualification that is essential to their role (College of policing, 2016) “The aim of the qualification is to ensure the policing role is a consistent and established profession with a recognised, qualified career (COP, 2016). There are 43 forces in England and Wales currently run with this qualification and consist of: the Pre-Join Degree (PJD), the Degree Holder Entry Programme (DHEP), and the Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (PCDA) (College Of Policing, 2016). The researcher has experienced issues with mental health during their career and has witnessed deterioration in the mental health of other officers since embarking their career. World Health Organisation (WHO) defines mental health as "a state of well-being in which an individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community” (WHO, 2004). Strong coping strategies, constructive relationships, and resilience are all components of good mental health, which helps people deal with the difficulties of life. Contrastingly, a poor mental health has been described as affecting everyone differently where the individual feeling less control over their lives, experience varying difficulties, distress, impaired functioning and in worse case scenarios; self-harm (WHO, 2022). This overall has a negative impact on their mental well-being (WHO, 2022).

The review of the literature will proceed to explore: the factors that have a direct impact on the mental wellbeing of a police officer, the demand of the role whilst on duty, cancelled scheduled days off (scheduled days off will be referred to as rest days), the impact of the PEQF, including what the route means for officers and their opinions. Finally, the support available to officers who are struggling with their mental health will be explored. This will include an evaluation of whether officers’ feel this support is ‘fit for purpose’. The review was carried out over a period of two months. The researcher consulted a variety of data sources for example: Wiley Online Library, ProQuest and Sage publications. Internet searchers were also utilised for the inclusion criteria, for example: Google Scholar, College of policing and South Wales Police website. The literature inclusion search included: ‘mental health’, ‘police officer’, ‘traumatic events’, support for police officers”. Research around the biological, neurological, and medical treatment of police officer mental health and wellbeing were excluded from the search, given that forces cannot medically treat an officer that works for them. The literature highlighted that there is a lack of evidence surrounding the mental health of an individual as a civilian and their transition into an operational officer. 



2. 2 Factors that have a direct impact on the mental wellbeing of a police officer


[bookmark: _Hlk165648828]There are varying roles within the police force however, the focus will centre around officers who respond to calls regarding immediate threat or risk to life (response officers). The standards expected of an officer are of upmost importance and include: upholding the law and order, protecting people and property and preserving public safety (College of Policing, 2024), (International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2020).  Crucially, this line of work does expose these individuals to certain pressures. The challenging, immediate pace can increase the risk of officers developing a poor mental health (Rahman, 2019). Response officers preform stressful duties daily and can encounter both the best of society and unfortunately, the worse (International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2020). This can ultimately lead to compassion fatigue, because of the emotional strain within challenging circumstances and juggling the standards and expectations or performance for the role (College Of Policing, 2018). These challenging situations often include violent individuals and while officers are considered as ‘guardians of the peace’, their mental, emotional, and physical capabilities are tested daily in these situations (Bedfordshire Police, 2024). Developing a poor mental health can stem from occupational pressures such as job stress and workload, however this role is being increasingly exposed to violent and traumatic incidents (Martin, 2020).

 A study carried out by Police Care found that 90% of officers in the United Kingdom (UK) were exposed to some form of trauma within their role (Police Care, 2023). Five percent of these reported system of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Police Care, 2023). Exposure to these traumatic events increase the vulnerability of an officer, including their risk to mental health illnesses, like PTSD, anxiety depression, emotional strain, burnout, suicidal thoughts and attempts (Robinson, Sigman, & Wilson, 1997), (Gershon, Barocas, & Canton, 2009), (Violanti & Charles, 2017), In 2016, 80% of 17,000 officers reported experiencing these conditions, whereas 92% reported that their conditions were affected by their careers (Police Federation, 2016).

Positively, research has indicated that officers have developed a resilience which is above the levels of the public (Galatzer, Issac, & Brown, 2013). Contrastingly, a study in 2021 with over 120,000 officers highlighted that officer wellbeing is significantly lower than the general population, with 69% requiring intervention (Police Federation, 2021). However, long-term persistent exposure can cost an officer’s mental wellbeing (Anderson & Papazoglou, 2014). Worryingly, there doesn’t appear to be an accurate record for the number of traumatic incidents that officers actually attend, only a prediction of the encounter (400 to 600 per the three to four for the average member of the public) for their whole career (Avon and Somerset Police Federation, 2021). There were a record number (13, 263) of officers taking sick leave during 2022 as a result of stress, depression, anxiety and PTSD, compared to the previous year (8,450), which was an increase of 57% (Police Federation, 2022). Closer to home, South Wales Police (SWP) reported 29,693 hours lost due to sickness (374 absent officers) (South Wales Police, 2024). Over half of the current 130,000 employed officers have reported sick due to mental ill-health, in the last five years (Police Firearms Officer Association, 2017).  

Police officers are required to work shifts, these prolonged hours can cause psychological stress, cardiovascular disease (Kivimäki & Steptoe , 2018) (Merkus, Husymans, Van Mechelen, & Van der Veek, 2015). In a meta-analysis carried out by Rivera (Rivera & Akanbi, 2020), it was found that these working hours are associated with chronic health conditions, such as breast cancer and strokes. Other researchers found that work-related stress was more prevalent in those who worked afternoon and evening shifts due to level of stress occurring in those shifts, compared to their day-working colleagues (Claudia, 2015).

Shift work impacts the body’s natural circadian rhythms, causes sleep difficulties, exhaustion, and an increase the risk of physical and mental health problems (Barger & Rajaratnam, 2011). Officers who work long shifts may find it difficult to balance their work and personal commitments which can increase stress levels and cause burnout (Nabe-Nielsen, 2020). Burnout can negatively impact judgement, decision-making, and work performance (Aron, 2020) which can then lead to an increased amount of officers suffering with PTSD and a higher rate of anxiety and depression (Henderson, 2021). Officers who neglect their mental health may experience significant consequences for themselves as well as the communities they serve. Untreated mental illness has been linked in studies to a higher risk of accidents on duty, decreased productivity at work, substance misuse, and even suicide (Joiner & Hagan, 2016).


[bookmark: _Hlk165649395]To create a work-life balance, days off are essentials for shift workers to recover and rest (Rivera & Akanbi, 2020). Rest days are vital in maintaining the physical, mental, and emotional well-being of police officers and provides the opportunity to unwind (Dunn, 2018). Furthermore, cherishing moments with loved ones and partaking in activities that foster a healthy work-life balance plays in crucial role in promoting better mental health (Boyd, Garg, & Wood, 2011). 

Unfortunately, rest days can be cancelled due to several reasons including operational demands, staff shortages, or unforeseen circumstances demanding an increased police presence (Nottinghamshire Police Federation, 2023) Cancellation of rest days can damage morale leading to decreased motivation in the work place (Mazerolle, 2013). This increases the strain and puts pressure on pressure on personal relationships, disconnecting the individual from family, which can escalate stress and mental ill-health (Johnson & Sliter, 2017). 




2.3 The impact of PEQF on a police officer 
In 2019, the UK government announced a recruitment drive to increase the numbers of officers, however, in over 30 forces, 4,500 officers have resigned during their probationary period, with ‘nonsensical’ policing degrees being the primary cause (Hand, 2023)(Hand, 2023). The police and Crime commissioner for Hampshire police proclaimed that officers are under immense pressure to balance their degree work and to be good officers, officers need life skills, not a degree (Jones, 2023).
A survey carried out in 2022 revealed a mixed bag of reviews regarding the policing degree, for example: “You constantly feel like you’re at work. You come home and you’ve got rest days, but then you’re not really having rest days because you’re revising for maths, or you’re having to do some Uni work or vice versa, so it really has a negative impact on your wellbeing”, and “The stress the current course is causing is horrendous. I’m now on medication. I’m not the only one, I know several others on my course that have also had to go to the doctors and are now medicated, this course makes people ill” (College Of Policing, 2022). The PEQF entry route has been viewed as a demanding programme involving multiple commitments (Police Federation, 2022), on the other hand, there were some students who reported that they had found the studying a useful tool for their role (College of Policing, 2022). They stated that they gained knowledge, understanding, writing skills, the ability to prioritise their time an develop their critical thinking (College of Policing, 2022). This area of professional working has gained recent attention over the years, with some stating that it provides abilities to carry out their roles with appropriate information and accuracy (College Of Policing, 2022). Contrastingly, new student officers stating that although they are allocated some personal learning time (PLT), the amount of time given was insufficient and these PLT days were often cancelled or adjusted, which made the degree instantly more challenging (College Of Policing, 2022). 38.8% reported these in their final and most important year, they had PLT days cancelled, and two-thirds reported using their rest days to study (College Of Policing, 2022). The cancellation of scheduled learning had a negative impact on their mental health as statistics demonstrated a lower mental wellbeing amongst these students (College Of Policing, 2022).

Despite there being some that claim that the educational element to policing, provides a ‘force professionalism’ and improves officer’s competency (McCrea, 2019), Heslop (2019) argues that this extra strain adds to the stress of an officer and contributes to depression and anxiety. Being able to balance the essential responsibilities of an officer with academic work is majorly difficult and matching this with shift patterns, extended working hours and high stress environments, increases stress levels, and declines general wellbeing (Heslop, 2019).


2.4 Support for officers suffering with poor mental health. 


To be able to address the mental wellbeing of police officers within their employment, a collaborative approach is required, for example, reducing the stigma around mental health. Forces target coping strategies and focus on techniques for building resilience (McCaniels, Miller, & Andrew, 2014). Furthermore, access to confidential, in-house counselling and other support services should be readily available, without fear of reprisal or judgment (Hartley, 2016). In England and Wales, the Police Federation have developed a ‘nine-point stress plan’ which incorporates the stress management guidelines (Health and Safety Executive) and places importance on management and welfare officers having access to appropriate, regulated training for their positions (Police Federation, 2023). Lastly, targeted campaigns to tackle the stigma around mental health (Police Federation, 2023). 

Additionally, forces have introduced a supportive response to the trauma that officers face, TRIM or Trauma Risk Management is a process to manage the welfare needs following the exposure (Whybrow, 2015). White (2019) found that 92% of officers experienced traumatic incidents within the first two years of employment (White, 2019), however, TRIM is not an immediate welfare response, it usually takes a few days before it is offered, meaning that the individual could be left without support (West midlands Police, 2020). On the other hand, those who have accessed this method of support have reported reduced PTSD symptoms, a healthier help-seeking pattern and a reduction in the stigma when accessing these services (Watson & Andrews, 2018). Ultimately, this would show that these internal peer-support systems for mental health in general have a beneficial impact (Foley & Masey, 2021) (Purba & Demou, 2019). Even though support following these incidents are crucial, many officers are reluctant to access support as they do not wish to be classed as ‘weak’ or be marginalised and therefore reducing the stigma is essential (Theis, 2018) (Gordon & Fahmy, 2016).


In addition to the support within their employment, officers can access support outside the organisations, for example, from a mental health charity, Mind (Mind, 2022). In 2022, Mind carried out research with emergency responders and found that these individuals are more likely to access support through friends, family, colleagues and other methods and if these areas are lacking, then the more likely the officer will be vulnerable to a poor mental health (Loriol, 2015). Mind set up a blue light programme to support the emergency services with mental health support. The programme came to an end in 2023, however they continue to support emergency services through their workplace well-being services (Mind, 2022).

Additionally, to this self-sought support network, officers often seek help from general practitioners (McCormick, Rich, & Cohen, 2019).


2.5 Conclusion


It is clear to conclude that officers are required to deal with highly emotional and challenging situations that can have a negative impact on their mental, emotional, and physical wellbeing. These situations require officers to work at a fast pace, in often violent, traumatic, and stressful circumstances. It is evident that exposure to these incidents over a prolonged period can have adverse effects on the officer’s mental wellbeing and can cause PTSD, anxiety, depression, burnout in and worse cases suicide. Despite there being a report of an officer developing a resilience that is different for the general member of public, officers do not appear to be exempt to the effects of shift-working, balancing their personal lives and managing their university degree. This extra pressure appears to increase the stress of a police officer. The review concludes that there while the pressures of the role seem to be increasing, the support mechanisms, both inside and outside of the police force are also increasing. However, it has not been possible to determine whether this is enough.

Words 2527	

Bibliography
Anderson, J. P., & Papazoglou, K. (2014). Traumatology: An International Journal. A guide to utilizing police training as a tool to promote resilience and improve health outcomes among police officers, 103–111.

Aron, F. (2020). Policing and suicide. The impact of organizational stress. International Journal of Emergency Mental Health, 278-283.

Avon and Somerset Police Federation. (2021, September 15). Capture Data On Traumatic Incidents. Retrieved from Avon and Somerset Police Federation: https://www.polfed.org/avonsom/news/news-articles/capture-data-on-traumatic-incidents/

Barger, L. K., & Rajaratnam, S. M. (2011). Sleep Disorders, Health, and Safety in Police Officers. 2567–2578.

Bedfordshire Police. (2024). The role of a police officer. Retrieved from Bedfordshire Police.

Boyd, N., Garg, M., & Wood, M. (2011). A window for early intervention. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry. Occupational stress injury in Canadian police officers, 215-223.

Claudia, C. M. (2015). Shift Work and Occupational Stress in Police Officers. 25-29.

College of policing. (2016, March 29). PEQF. Retrieved from College of policing: Policing Education

College Of Policing. (2016, February). Policing Education Qualifications Framework. Retrieved from College of Policing: https://library.college.police.uk/docs/college-of-policing/PEQF_consultation_final_290116.pdf

College Of Policing. (2018). Responding to trauma . Retrieved from College Of Policing: https://assets.production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/2021-02/responding-to-trauma-in-policing.pdf

College Of Policing. (2022, December). New recruits survey 2022: Views of student officers. Retrieved from College Of Policing.

College of Policing. (2024). Core planning principles. Retrieved from College of Policing.

COP. (2016). Policing education qualification framework. 5.


Dunn, D. (2018). Post-traumatic stress disorder, burnout, and career duration: Assessing the effects of trauma in law enforcement . Northcentral University.
Foley, J., & Masey, K. (2021). The ‘cost’of caring in policing: From burnout to PTSD in police officers in England and Wales. The police journal, 298-315.

Galatzer, L., Issac, R., & Brown, A. D. (2013). Positive and negative emotion prospectively predict trajectories of resilience and distress among high-exposure police officers. Emotion.

Gershon, R. M., Barocas, B., & Canton, A. N. (2009). Criminal Justice and Behavior, 36(3). Mental, Physical, and Behavioral Outcomes Associated With Perceived Work Stress in Police Officers., 275-289.

Gordon, D., & Fahmy, E. (2016). Quantitative conversations: the importance of developing rapport in standardised interviewing. Quality & Quantity, 193-212.

H M Government. (1984). Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984. Retrieved from https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1984/60/contents

Hand, C. (2023, November 23). Officer exodus: 4,500 leave policing in their probation period during flagship uplift programme. Retrieved from https://www.lbc.co.uk/news/officer-exodus-4-500-leave-policing-in-their-probation-period/#:~:text=Almost%204%2C500%20officers%20have%20left%20policing%20during%20their,why%20new%20recruits%20are%20leaving%20in%20their%20droves.

Hartley, T. (2016). Shift work and sleep quality among urban police officers. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, e66-e71.

Henderson, L. (2021). Mental health stigma in law enforcement: . A systematic scoping review. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry.

Heslop, R. (2019). Policing and mental health: Workplace pressures, shifts and job demands. 337-352.

International Association of Chiefs of Police. (2020). Retrieved from https://www.theiacp.org/

Johnson, S. K., & Sliter, M. T. (2017). Outcomes of perceived supervisor support for police officers’ work–family conflict and strain. . Stress and Health, 529-537.

Joiner, T. E., & Hagan, C. R. (2016). Career prevalence and correlates of suicidal thoughts and behaviours among firefighters. Journal of Affective Disorders,, 216-223

Jones, D. (2023). Donna Jones Police and Crime Commissioner. Retrieved from https://www.hampshire-pcc.gov.uk/commissioner

Kent Police. (2023). Human Resources - Trauma Risk Incident Management (TRIM) protocol. Retrieved from https://www.kent.police.uk/foi-ai/kent-police/Policy/human-resources/trauma-risk-incident-management-trim-protocol-l11260/


Kivimäki, M., & Steptoe , A. (2018). Kivimäki M, Steptoe A. Effects of stress on the development and progression of cardiovascular disease. 215-229.
Loriol, M. (2015). Collective forms of coping and the social construction of work stress among industrial workers and police officers in France.

Lumsden, K. (2017). ‘It’s a Profession, it Isn’t a Job’: Police Officers’ Views on the Professionalisation of Policing in England.

Martin, A. (2020). A cluster RCT to improve workplace mental health in a policing context: Findings of a mixed-methods implementation evaluation. American Journal of Industrial Medicine 64(4).

Mazerolle, L. (2013). Legitimacy in policing. A systematic review, 529-537.

McCaniels, E., Miller, D., & Andrew, M. (2014). Positive psychological factors are associated with lower PTSD symptoms among police officers. Stress and Health, Vol. 30, 405-415.

McCormick, A. V., Rich, B., & Cohen, I. M. (2019). Creating a culture of police officer wellness. Policing: a Journal of Policy and Practice, 213-229.

McCrea, J. (2019). Integrating higher education into police training: Evidence of its efficacy. Policing: An International Journal, 234-249.

Merkus, S. L., Husymans, M., Van Mechelen, W., & Van der Veek, A. (2015). Nonstandard Working schedules and health. The systematic search for a comprehensive model, 1-15.

Mind. (2022). Retrieved from https://www.mind.org.uk/cy/gwybodaeth-a-chefnogaeth/golau-glas/cefnogi-rhywun-yng-ngwasanaeth-yr-heddlu/

Nabe-Nielsen, K. (2020). Long working hours and risk of mental health problems and sickness absence among female hospital workers. A register-based retrospective cohort study. Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment & Health, 173-182.

Nottinghamshire Police Federation. (2023). Resy days. Retrieved from Nottinghamshire Police Federation: https://www.polfed.org/notts/advice-and-information/frequently-asked-questions/rest-days/

NPCC. (2021, March 16). Response policing in focus. Retrieved from Police Federation: Response officers encounter both the finest and the worst of people on a daily basis while performing extremely stressful duties.

PFEW. (2019). Protected Learning Time Policy.

Police Care. (2023). The Job, The Life. Retrieved from https://www.policecare.org.uk/research-article/the-job-the-life/

Police Federation. (2016). Officer Demand, Capacity and welfare survey. Police Federation of England and Wales.

Police Federation. (2021). Demand Capacity & Welfare Survey. Police federation.

Police Federation. (2022, October 10). Mental health-related absences soar to record highs. Retrieved from Police Federation: https://www.polfed.org/news/latest-news/2022/mental-health-related-absences-soar-to-record-highs/#:~:text=Record%20numbers%20of%20police%20officers%20are%20being%20signed,financial%20year%2C%20compared%20with%208%2C450%20the%20year%20before.

Police Federation. (2022, December 27). Police Federation. Retrieved from Cops are in crisis and so are forces: https://www.polfed.org/news/latest-news/2022/cops-are-in-crisis-and-so-are-forces/

Police Federation. (2023). Mental Health Crisis in Policing: Whose Responsibility Is it? Retrieved from https://www.polfed.org/news/blogs/2023/mental-health-crisis-in-policing-whose-responsibility-is-it/

Police Firearms Officer Association. (2017). Police Firearms Officer Association. Retrieved from PFOA: https://www.pfoa.co.uk/blog/police-mental-health-sickness-up-by-47


Purba, A., & Demou, E. (2019). The relationship between organisational stressors and mental wellbeing within police officers:. A systematic review. BMC Public Health,, 1-21.
Rahman, M. (2019, February 13). Mind. Retrieved from Nearly 8 in 10 police officers recently felt stressed, finds Police Federation: https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/nearly-8-in-10-police-officers-recently-felt-stressed-finds-police-federation/

Rivera, A. S., & Akanbi, M. (2020). Shift work and long work hours and their association with chronic health conditions: A systematic review of systematic reviews with meta-analyses.

Robinson, H. M., Sigman, R. M., & Wilson, J. P. (1997). sychological Reports. Duty-Related Stressors and PTSD Symptoms in Suburban Police Officers, 835-845.

South Wales Police. (2024). Retrieved from https://www.south-wales.police.uk/

Sussex Police. (2023). Protected Learning Time. 

Theis, J. L. (2018). Journal of Law enforcement. Understanding the Underutilization of Mental Health Services Among Police Officers: A Review of the Literature, 1-11.

Violanti, J. M., & Charles, L. E. (2017). Police stressors and health: a state-of-the-art review. Policing: An International Journal of Police Strategies & Management, 642-656.

Watson, L., & Andrews, L. (2018). The effect of a trauma risk management (TRiM) program on stigma and barriers to help-seeking in the police. International Journal of Stress Management, 348.

West midlands Police. (2020). West Midlands Polcie TRIM Policy. Retrieved from Westmidlands Police: https://foi.west-midlands.police.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/TRIM-Policy.pdf

White, N. (2019). Depression and anxiety in policework:. a systematic review. Policing: an International Journal, 418-434.

WHO. (2004). Promoting Mental Health: Concepts, Emerging Evidence, Practice. WHO.

WHO. (2022). Mental Health. Retrieved from World Health Organisation: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response

Whybrow, D. (2015). Promoting organizational well-being: a comprehensive review of Trauma Risk Management. 331-336.



