Draft research title question.
“In what ways do traumatic incidents impact Police Officers, and what support systems are available to them?”

Literature review.
Introduction.
This literature review critically explores the available research on the psychological impacts of trauma exposure within policing and evaluates the adequacy and effectiveness of the implemented organisational and peer support interventions available to officers. This review is underpinned by the research aim: to explore how exposure to traumatic incidents influences the police officers’ mental health and to assess the effectiveness of the support mechanisms available and their role in mitigating mental health effects.
Addressing this aim, the review will focus on five core objectives. First, it aims to highlight the types of traumatic incidents that officers are likely to experience, recognising the frequent exposures to violence, death and serious injury. Secondly, it focuses on examining the emotional and psychological impacts of these prolonged incidents, acknowledgment of how the cumulative exposure can create long lasting effects on both an officers personal and occupational wellbeing.
Third, the review will seek to identify the current support systems in place for officers, including the occupational health, counselling services, trauma risk management programmes, and any peer support services. The fourth objective will shed light on how officers perceive the accessibility and usefulness of the support options. Furthermore, this objective will take stigma and the barrier of seeking support into consideration. Lastly, the review will consider how wellbeing and mental health provisions can be improved, drawing upon evidence-based recommendations and best practice approaches shown in literature.
Guided by these objectives, the review critically draws upon the exiting research and policy literature related to trauma and mental wellbeing withing police forces. The review first considers the prevalence of traumatic exposure, then examines the emotional repercussions of this Last, the review explores the formal and informal organisational support systems in place, and how accessible and effective they are for officers.
By combining international studies alongside UK-based research, this review identifies common themes, areas of inconsistency and any gaps within the current research literature. In doing so, the conducted analysis will provide a foundation for the present study, which is to centre on Gwent Police Officers’ experiences, perceptions and their views on the available support. Ultimately, the review intends to deepen the understanding of trauma’s effects on police officers and to guide the development of wellbeing and resilience initiatives within policing.

Types of Traumatic Incidents Experienced by Police Officers.
A central component of understanding wellbeing among police officers is the recognition of the frequent attendance of traumatic incidents that officers inevitably face in their career. Policing is widely recognised as a psychologically demanding profession. Evidence indicates that policing involves repeated exposure to a wide range of distressing and traumatic incidents (Brewin et al., 2020). Not only do officers face prolonged exposure to distressing incidents, which can result in cumulative trauma, officers often face acute trauma caused by individual singular critical incidents (Modula, 2024). The repeated exposure to traumatising incidents can gradually influence officers cognitive process, emotional stability and the quality of relationship both within the workplace and in a personal setting.
A UK-wide survey: ‘Policing: The Job, The Life’ conducted by a team of sociologists at the University of Cambridge and funded by Police Care UK and was undertaken by 16,857 policing personnel. The findings of this survey indicate that 90% of the participants had encountered at least one traumatic event with approximately, one in five persons displaying symptoms of PTSD or complex PSTD (Miller et al., 2018). Brewin et al., (2022) builds upon these findings, and specifies a secondary investigation, which discovers prevalence rates of 8% of PTSD and 12.6% for complex PTSD among officers reporting exposures to distressing and traumatic incidents. This stresses the psychological dangers inherent in police work, as these figures significantly go beyond rates within the public.
Additionally, research by Violanti et al. (2017) and Andersen et al. (2015) suggests that the trauma exposure for police officers is typically a direct result of frequent encounters to high stress and traumatic incidents rather than isolated dangerous incidents. Brewin et al. (2022) further highlights that prolonged exposures to traumatic incidents and disturbing visual material, both have links with an increased risk of PTSD and complex PTSD. 

Types of Incidents and Associated Risk Factors.
Officers encounter a broad spectrum of traumatic incidents when conducting their duties. Evidence from a large-scale UK police study (Brewin et al., 2022) provides examples of traumatic incidents include road traffic collisions, mental health calls, suicides, serious assaults, murder, as well as cases which involve child abuse, sexual violence and exposure to graphic material. The study also reveals that such repeated exposures heighten the risk of long-term phycological distress and PTSD among officers. Additionally, officers encounter persistent organisational stressors which again can put an officer’s wellbeing at risk. Administrative stressors include, irregular shift work patterns, high workloads, and bureaucratic or interpersonal pressures within the workplace (Purba and Demou, 2019).
Building on the findings of Brewin and colleagues (2022) the study identified that an officer’s exposure to humiliating behaviour or sexual harassment, from either members of the public or work colleagues can have a significant link to symptoms of PTSD or complex PTSD. On the other hand, officers that receive verbal abuse, threats or physical assault have a weaker association. This evidence provides an important insight into the diverse forms of trauma within policing. It also recognises that officers face trauma from incidents and the organisational environment.
Correspondingly, Violanti et al. (2017) found that substantial predictors of PTSD amid officers include the regularity and the recency of distressing experiences. These findings indicate that officers’ psychological wellness suffers a greater impact regarding the cumulative exposure to traumatic events rather than one singular critical distressing incident. This understanding underscores the complexity of trauma exposure in policing and the importance and need for long-term support plans for officers.

Implications for the Current Study.
The reviewed literature demonstrates that police officers experience an extensive range of traumatic and distressing incidents, encompassing both major critical incidents to organisational stressors. However, much of the existing evidence is based on research that is conducted at an international or national scale, often overlooking how these dynamics function within specific forces or localities. This limitation indicates a gap in the understanding of how organisational culture, resource constraints and, access to mental health support shape officers’ personal experiences of trauma. 
The present study will address this gap by investigating police officers’ experiences with trauma and their perceptions within a specific UK police force, Gwent Police. The gap will be addressed by investigating how the frequency of exposure, organisational stressors and access to mental health support interact to shape an officer’s mental health. This study aims to build upon existing research and provide a focus on development of more targeted, effective support frameworks within policing. 

Emotional and Psychological Consequences of Trauma Exposure.
Repeated and prolonged experiences to traumatic incidents have been consistently linked to a range of psychological and emotional impacts. Academic studies have established that the rates of mental health challenges are higher for police officers rather than the public, this includes PTSD, depression, anxiety and emotional exhaustion (Purba and demou, 2019). The mental health struggles can have extensive and long-lasting effects on officers. The consequences of such struggles can diminish an officer’s overall wellbeing and undermine their ability to conduct their occupational duties, decision making, and strained relationships with colleagues (Kula, 2017). Over time, the constant burden of trauma contributes may put added stress onto an officer which can contribute to burn out, reduced productivity and the ability to deal with the ongoing policing demand (Violanti et al., 2018). Furthermore, research suggests that these stressors may cause officers to implement coping mechanisms such as emotional detachment, which can escalate mental health difficulties (Arble and Arnetx, 2019). 
Findings from Papazoglou and Bulmberg (2020) emphasise that trauma in policing should be understood as an occupational hazard rather than an individual weakness or failing. Viewing trauma this way shifts the responsibility from expecting individual officers to be resilient, to recognising the systematic obligation to create a safe working environment, which includes providing accessible, stigma-free mental health support.

Cumulative Burden of Trauma.
The available research highlights that the prolonged exposure officers face, to these adverse incidents can have significant psychological consequences including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety and depression. This impacts officers personally and organisationally due to performance levels (Ugwu and Idemudia, 2024). Not only do officers face prolonged exposure to distressing incidents, which can result in cumulative trauma, officers often face acute trauma caused by individual singular critical incidents (Modula, 2024). The repeated exposure to traumatising incidents can gradually influence officers cognitive process, emotional stability and the quality of relationship both within the workplace and in a personal setting.
The impact of trauma extends beyond the individual officer’s wellbeing, and it causes wider implications for the wider organisation and the community in which officers serve. Evidence indicates that officers who exhibit psychological distress may suffer with their ability to make decisions affectively, heighten the absence figures, and cause a lower productivity. On a whole this will directly impact the team’s performance and erodes public confidence (Parkes et al., 2024). Similarly, Purba and Demou (2019) found that organisational pressures and officers’ exposure to distressing events significantly undermines both the psychological health and operational effectiveness among officers. These findings highlight the value and importance of focusing on the traumas officers face and their individual wellbeing. Additionally, it is vital to allow for an ethical and successful police force. 
There has been a recent notion within policing studies and literature which draws attention to moral injury. This concept relates to the psychological harm and distress that occurs when officers have to engage with events that contravene with their individual moral or professional principles. Literature from Papazoglou and Andersen (2020) identify a clear association between moral injury and PTSD symptoms, and emotional withdrawal among officers. This perspective emphasises the importance of understanding this area of trauma to better implement effective and targeted organisational wellbeing interventions.
Despite the growing awareness of psychological harm within policing, substantial barriers and organisational stigma remains prevalent, especially when officers attempt to seek support. Research from Mind (2020) sheds light on attitudes that officers hold such as, toughness, resilience and a ‘macho culture’. This may cause stigmas surrounding mental health and a fear of appearing ‘vulnerable’. The culture discourages officers from partaking in open and honest discussions regarding traumas and mental health struggles. Elliott-Davies carried out the Police Federation Demand, Capacity and Welfare Survey in 2021. The survey highlights a clear stigma among officers regarding seeking psychological support as there are worries that this can negatively affect career prospects or lead to judgment. Further findings from Craddock (2021) reinforces this as the findings reports fears among officers that disclosure of poor mental wellbeing could negatively affect their career advancement, capability to carry firearms and judgment from peers.

Support Systems and Interventions in Policing.
In response to the increasing awareness and concerns of trauma- related challenges within officers, a variety of support systems has been implemented within the UK police forces. The Oscar Kilo National Police Wellbeing Service that is established by College of Policing and the Home Office, provides national wellbeing guidance, peer support networks and assessments aimed at promoting the wellbeing resilience within police forces (Oscar Kilo, 2023). Furthermore, many police forces have introduced their own occupational health services, Employee Assistance Programmes and easily accessible counselling, in efforts to address the poor mental health. Officers also have access either organisationally or through NHS referral to trauma specific interventions such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing. Additionally, many forces have adopted the Trauma Risk Management (TRiM). The TRiM process is a peer-led intervention that is offered to officers usually after traumatic events. The intervention can help to identify any officer that is struggling with their mental health, where support, guidance and signposting will be offered, (West Midlands Police, 2020).
Unfortunately, the success of these trauma interventions differs considerably from officer to officer. Whilst some individuals may feel supported by the available support, others report concerns regarding confidentiality, accessibility and organisational attitudes towards mental health (Mind 2019). This reinforces the present organisational barriers and stigma within police forces, including the fear of career repercussions when utilising mental health support. From these findings, I can conclude that there are clear barriers, and they directly limit the effectiveness of any intervention.

Gaps in the Literature and Implications for the Present Study.
Despite the substantial body of research exploring the mental health of officers and understanding of trauma in police, gaps and limitations remain. Studies provide little insights for UK-based policing as the majority is based on findings from the United States and Australia. Ultimately this caused a gap regarding how officers physiological resilience evolves over a period and how effective implemented support interventions may be within UK policing (Craddock 2022; Modula, 2021). 
Similarly, there is little qualitative research that explores first hand perspectives of officer’s experiences with the support systems in place. The lack of research highlights that this area is underrepresented therefore, further research is necessary to assess the psychological impacts of policing and the adequacy, accessibility and effectiveness of the existing support systems in the UK police forces.

To Summarise.
On the whole, the reviewed literature demonstrates that officers’ exposures to traumatic and distressing incidents exerts complex and multifaced issues. Furthermore, exposures moulds and shapes officers’ mental health, professional functioning, and overall, their quality of life. Research has suggested that both acute critical events and the repeated cumulative exposures contribute to poor wellbeing, PTSD, anxiety, depression, moral injury and emotional exhaustion. Findings highlight the psychological consequences and the administrative implications including, higher rates of sickness absence, diminished public confidence, impaired decision making and a reduction in productivity and teamwork. 
Despite the exiting informal and formal support frameworks and programmes across the UK police forces, their effectiveness is often constrained by cultural attitudes, barriers, stigma and an overall fear surrounding confidentiality and how mental health struggles may affect an officer’s career. The barriers may cause officers to fear engaging with any available support, therefore limiting any benefits they may provide.
Furthermore, the lack of vigorous evaluation and research within policing, restricts the overall understanding how the wellbeing intervention’s function and work within the organisation. impacts and benefits of the implemented wellbeing interventions.
To conclude, the identified gaps highlight the need for further studies and research that focus on officers’ perceptions of trauma exposure and their lived in experiences with the available wellbeing provisions.  This study will endeavour to address gaps and limitations surrounding mental health in policing, by investigating the psychological and occupational effects of trauma and mental health among officers within a local area being, Gwent Police. This study will focus on the officer’s first-hand exposure’s to distressing incidents, the frequency of the exposures, systematic stressors and the availability of mental health support. The study will also evaluate how effectively wellbeing provisions meet the needs of officers in their working environment. The findings of this study will assist with improving organisational mental health support, using an evidence-based approach.
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