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Abstract


This research examined the study of frontline policing on Police officers’ mental health and the subsequent effects on their interpersonal relationships. Existing literature demonstrates that police officers experience elevated levels of stress, anxiety, depression and trauma, however, limited research has explored how these psychological impacts can extend into those officers’ personal lives.

Using a mixed methods approach, data was collected through an anonymous questionnaire completed by 38 serving police officers from varying ranks, departments and lengths of service. Findings revealed that frontline officers reported high levels of occupational stress, anxiety and burnout with many participants identifying difficulties maintaining personal relationships as well as separating work from home life. 

The results support the Job Demands-Resources Model and spillover theory, showing how occupational stress can negatively effect both wellbeing and relationship quality.

This study helps to contribute to the growing body of UK policing research by highlighting the interconnected nature of mental health and relationships and emphasises the importance of organisational support.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc232439520]Introduction

Frontline policing will commonly expose frontline officers to a number of occupational stressors, with these being traumatic incidents, violence, administrative pressure and shift work. These stressors can lead to profound effects on officers’ mental health both in the workplace and on the relationships with officers’ family, colleagues and friends.  

There is a substantial amount of research and literature on post-traumatic stress disorder and the occupational stress within the role of policing, including research by Valazquez and Hernandez (2019) who claim that first responders have identified the main individuals likely to be exposed to repeated occupational stressors, however, much less is known about the link between the exposure of frontline policing and the officers relationships. According to Gachter, Savage & Torgler (2011) social capital, which they define as the “strength of social networks and support” has been found to ease or in some cases, mitigate the negative effects of psychological strain felt by frontline officers. Previous studies have found that a higher social capital and strong social networks can aid in limiting the impacts of occupational stressors

Understanding the link is essential to build effective mental health interventions and policies that can support both frontline officers and as a result their social networks. 

To help understand the link, this research looks to ask the following questions –

1. What is the association between frontline exposures and mental health outcomes?

Investigating the link between occupational stressors is essential to this research as the current culture of policing will often normalise the exposure to trauma within the frontline role, this can at times, lead to sufferers attempting to mask any mental health issues. Further research into this will help to provide evidence on the topic of research and advise organisations on the best way to identify, prioritise and ultimately help those who may be suffering in silence.

2. How do changes in mental health effect the relationship outcomes of officers?
 
Mental health within policing does not only effect or exist within the officer alone, but it will also almost always have spillover that will directly impact those closest to that officer, families friends and partners. High job stress will often cause decreased communication and emotional availability. Further research on this can offer to identify interventions to combat the spillover rather than combat the symptoms alone. 

3. Which individual and organisational factors can moderate these relationships?

There is a clear need for the identification of both the individual and organisational factors that can strengthen and weaken relationships of frontline officers. The individual factors seek to help officers personally process the stress in a way that limits the effects on their interpersonal relationships. On the other hand, improved organisational factors such as a supportive leadership and access to supportive services can make the personal process far easier with the support behind them.

The effects of frontline policing on interpersonal relationships and family outcomes often receives attention within existing research and literature, however the topic is not fully tested. There are many studies whereby the link between officers’ personal relationships with fellow officers and stressors of the job have been researched, including but not limited to Schantz, Coxe & Bruk-Lee (2021), Sherwood et. al (2019) and Gachter & Torgler (2011). The above, among other tend to lean it to link between occupational stress and relationships with fellow officers rather than social capital from outside factors for example, the officer’s families. 

Often mentioned within existing research is the JD-R model (Job Demands – Resources model), this model can be described as a theoretical framework that allows aspects of a job to characterised. According to Bakker and Demerouti (2007), job demands are aspects of a job described as needing continued effort and often result in substantial psychological and physical costs, whereas job resources are aspects that can result in the reduction of job demands and ultimately help to accomplish job goals and allow development. 

When linked to frontline policing, the JD-R model offers to highlight the role of social capital as a resource and protective component from emotional and psychological strain. Santa Maria et. al. claim that within a study conducted with German police officers, resources including social support and shared values of colleagues and positive leadership relationships acted to buffer the negative strains on officers such as workload, shift patterns and high stress environments. 

Current research conducted on this topic shows that officers with positive personal relationships within their organisation have a greater chance of mitigating the negative demands placed upon them. This research will look to expand that theory based on officers personal relationships outside of the organisation and how these relationships, combined with those outside of the work environment can offer to enhance that mitigating effect. 

This research will look to offer a questionnaire to a number of serving police officers as a way of gathering an insight into the effects of mental health outcomes, and interpersonal relationship dynamics, however, these topics can be both complex and unique to each officer. 

Therefore, as well as a questionnaire, the survey sent to those officers will also include a space for free writing in which the officers can provide they’re thoughts and feelings in their own words. The quantitative method alone can show links between the topics however alone, will struggle to really show how deeply it effects each officer. This researcher feels that giving each participant the opportunity to provide their experience in their own words will likely enrich the research as a whole.     

The objectives of the questions mentioned above enable this researcher to quantify the associations between frontline exposures and mental health via data collection from serving police officers, which will be collected through force communications. Data and opinions from a sample of 20 frontline police officers with varying length of service and rank will be sought for this research with the inclusion criteria being those with at least 6 months service. 

This research will also seek to gain data from 20 officers that are currently on desk-based roles, the reason for this would be to gain valuable insight into the current difference in mental health between officers who are desk based and those on the frontline. 

There will then be the opportunity to assess the role of mental health on relationship outcomes for the officers involved and from that data this research will be able to identify any factors that can strengthen or weaken the effects.

From the collected data, evidence-based recommendations can be made for changes or implantation of both policies and interventions to protect the mental health and strengthen the interpersonal relationships of officers currently serving on the frontline and those that will serve in the future

This research has the potential to expose the participants to a number of distressing topics that could bring back memories of negative situations. 

As a result, this researcher will attempt to employ a number of safeguards which would include ethical approval sought from the university itself by way of an ethics form. 

This researcher will require informed consent prior to participation offer the right to withdraw from participation at any point during the research. 

Upon conclusion of the research and upon request this researcher will signpost participants to mental health support for both the participants and their families.

As well as complete anonymity throughout the research and after.   

[bookmark: _Toc232439521]       2. Literature Review

This chapter of work aims to critically examine and review the existing body of research on how policing in the UK can affect the mental health of officers and how that will further affect the interpersonal relationships between officers and those in their social network. Both officers and members of the public are subjected to high stress and emotional interactions on a daily basis given the nature of police work. The psychological effects of policing have received far more scholarly attention in recent years, however the extent to which these effects can extend into personal and relational circles has received considerably less attention. This chapter will aim to serve three purposes. Firstly, it will investigate how the role of policing can directly affect police officers and the publics mental health. Secondly, it will investigate the many ways these mental health outcomes can indirectly impact the intimate partnerships and family life of officers. Lastly, this research will look to highlight the gaps in the literature and potential directions for aiding mechanisms and the expansion on existing study. This chapter will lay the groundwork for the current goal by reviewing existing research. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439522]2.1 Policing and its Effects on Mental Health

The detrimental effects of UK policing on mental health are well documented. Repeated exposure to violent and often traumatic events and experiences such as violence, sudden death and general human suffering is often considered a defining feature of policing. Existing research often shows that police officers will usually have higher than normal levels of depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and anxiety. According to Gullon-Scott & Longstaff (2022) a study focusing on the relationship between stress levels and length of service within the force which involved 177 serving police officers from varying forces showed many of the officers had rates of depression and anxiety around six times higher than the general population. Another survey by the University of Cambridge (2022) showed that during a study of over 12000 officers, 12% of them showed symptoms of complex PTSD.

According to existing research, police officers are consistently exposed to traumatic events, these events are often exacerbated by organisational stressors, these stressors are but not limited to, long working hours, erratic shift patterns, staff shortages and a lack of support from management, all of which serve to elevate stress levels (Jackman et.al, 2021). Additionally, existing research proposes that an existing policing culture will discourage officers from seeking support for their psychological needs and maintains a stigma that is associated with suffering from a mental illness. The act of resisting help for mental health can only raise the risk of developing long term mental health issues and the delay of recovery. 

Some literature also suggests that psychological stress may be significantly worsened by a poor balance between work and personal life, officers who experience a limited control over shifts and a low recovery time between them, will often report a poorer wellbeing in their mental health, this would suggest that the outcomes of mental health issues are not only be shaped by the officers’ exposure to the frontline but the conditions within the organisation in general, this is often referred to as the Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R), this model is described as a framework which would help to understand the well-being and performance of an employee by taking into account various work conditions, it takes into account both the job demands and job resources in an attempt to understand how these affect job outcomes (Demerouti, E. & Bakker, A. B., 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc232439523]2.2 Mental Health Effects of Policing the Public  

There is a psychological impact on the public that stems from interactions with the police; however, this is still being explored and is receiving an increased amount of attention from scholars. Existing research would suggest that encounters with police that are considered unfair or discriminatory have a profound impact on the psychological distress of the receiving individual. 

Agnew-Pauley et al. (2025) state that arrests, uses of force and stop search practices have been directly linked to increased fear and trauma related symptoms, this is particularly prevalent within marginalised communities who tend to have disproportionate contact with police. It is important to mention that research also suggests that mental health for the public will not only be affected by the amount of police contact but the quality of that contact. 

McLeod et. Al. (2020) conducted a review of existing research based on the connection between black and ethnic communities, dealings with police officers and the resulting mental health outcomes. It was found that there was a significant association between people who have had interactions with police suffering from poorer mental health outcomes compared to those who had little to no interactions with police. In recent years, surveys have been conducted that found that the public’s confidence in police has reached in lowest level which is believed to have a variety of negative mental health effects within officers, Baker et al. (2023) claim that officers are “literally worried sick about poor police-public relations”, implying that the officers are developing mental health issues just from the worry about dealings with members of the public. Even though this research does not directly link with this papers research topic, it helps to provide an understanding of how police interaction affects those around them, whether in inner social circles or the general public. 

Disrespectful encounters with police are far more likely to result in negative outcomes which reinforces the importance of respect within policing. Adverse interactions can cause resentment or a withdrawal from community engagement, although literature will often focus heavily on these public relations with officers rather than their interpersonal relationships, it is possible that these behaviours and practices could subconsciously influence the trust and wellbeing within the officers’ social networks. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439524]2.3 The Link Between Policing and Personal relationships

It is believed by some researchers that the consequences of mental health issues within policing can extend far beyond the individual officers, leading to them indirectly affecting both family members and intimate relationships. Occupational stress and high trauma exposure can and usually will in some way spillover into the officer’s home life, this can greatly influence emotional availability, communication and relationship satisfaction, this process is often described as Secondary traumatic stress (STS). STS refers to the psychological condition that arises from indirect exposure to traumatic events, typically through repeated hearing or engagement with the traumatic experiences of others (Hensel et al., 2015)

Shift work, unpredictable shift patterns, job demand and pressure are often claimed to be key stressors (Purba & Demou, 2019) that can alter parenting roles and routines within the family. Partners of police officers appear to suffer with increased emotional labour and feelings of isolation. These feelings can often cause those partners to adopt coping mechanisms such as emotional withdrawal; these ways of coping could potentially cause further relationship strain within a domestic setting. There are several coping mechanisms that serve to alleviate the symptoms of STS, one being to use adaptive coping strategies, benefiting from flexible family roles and intentional communication. These, according to existing research have been found to reduce the impact of STS within a home environment (Schwartz et al., 2025). Literature suggests that over time, unresolved feelings of resentment and stress, mixed with the lack of organisational support from police forces can serve to erode a relationship. This would ultimately lead to a risk of conflict and therefore relationship breakdown. A study by Friese, K. M (2020) confirms the theory of STS by studying a group of 171 law enforcement officer spouses (LEOS), his study found that 70% of individuals reported significant stress, related to their partner’s work. Also claiming that the respondents reported using negative coping strategies twice as often as positive ones.

The negative culture within a police force would of course play a crucial role in shaping the mental health outcomes and thus the effects of spillover. Studies show that supportive leadership, access to mental health and peer support can mitigate long term psychological harm. However, when cultures discourage seeking mental health support in fear of seeming weak, there is a risk this could cause further distress. There are a number of support initiatives in place however, these tend to differ from force to force, the more prevalent support initiatives include a range of online resources, training and assessments implemented by the National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC, 2019) as apart of the National Wellbeing Service (2023) also available is therapy dogs and the introduction of therapy rooms. According to Harkin et al. (2025) the home office claimed that “by 2021, policing will ensure that every member of the police service feels confident that their welfare and wellbeing is actively supported by their police force” even though the above is nice idea, this outcome still remains to be seen almost 5 years later, with a study claiming that only 39% of 17,000 officers receiving help for their mental health issues linked to police work.

With poor organisational support systems in place this can affect the officer’s ability to maintain their homelife relationships. Therefore, the support systems implemented by the organisations, or the lack there of, are key when linking policing with relationship outcomes. The spillover model can provide a useful basis for understanding how traumatic events can affect personal relationships and is particularly relevant for individuals within policing given the emotional intensity and unpredictable nature of the role. The literature does support the view that unmanaged stress and trauma can negatively affect good family functioning and personal relationship quality.  

Sharp et al. (2022) provided a systematic review of a number of studies that showed that the children of first responders, including police, would often demonstrate higher rates of PTSD and mental health issues, often up to 10.8% of them compared to 1.9% with no emergency responders in the family. Children’s emotional and behavioural issues have been connected to parental trauma, even though police parents’ PTSD had a severe impact on the wellbeing of their children. Furthermore, some research indicates that emergency responder families have a higher likelihood hood of adapting coping strategies that serve to lessen the negative outcomes on the family’s mental health. This review draws attention to the limited evidence and the need for more research and study on the topic of occupational stressors linked to family dynamics.  

[bookmark: _Toc232439525]2.4 Gaps within Existing Literature and Summary

Despite the growing amount of research surrounding the link between mental health issues in policing and the knock-on effects on family and friends, there appears to be several gaps that remain. Firstly, there seems to be a lack of long-term studies conducted within the UK, those studies that already exist seem to be focused on short term outcomes with a limited cross-section of participants. Secondly, there is limited amount of research that takes into account the variation of stress levels based on such things as rank and gender and how these may affect the outcomes. 

Addressing these gaps is crucial for learning and adapting a new, and more comprehensive understanding of the effects on police officers, this understanding can help to create more in-depth support mechanisms for both the officers and their interpersonal relationships.

This chapter has reviewed existing literature that examines the effects of mental health issues on personal relationships of police officers in the UK, the evidence found has demonstrated that policing has profound psychological consequences for officers and the members of the public that they serve. These consequences will often spillover and extend into family or home life, greatly effecting intimate relationships. Culture within an organisation and the above-mentioned spillover appear to be key factors when linking policing to mental health and relational health.

This research paper will look to fill these gaps using research taking rank and gender into consideration where possible. Future research has a potential to close any gaps by centring on lived experiences and experienced relational outcomes. Applying models such as the spillover framework could potentially improve clarity and strengthen the understanding of how significant trauma effects the relationships of those who directly and indirectly experience them. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439526]3. Methodology

This chapter will seek to define and justify the methodological framework employed to examine the correlation between the mental health of police officers in the United Kingdom and its subsequent impact on the interpersonal relationships of those officers. Policing is widely regarded as a dangerous and high stress occupation as officers are often exposed to traumatic events and stressful work environments. These job-related stressors have been previously linked to a higher risk of anxiety, depression and continued symptoms similar to those of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Mental health issues can make it difficult to keep healthy relationships with family members, co-workers and often the public (Harkin et al., 2025). To investigate this relationship, this study will utilise both a quantitative and qualitative research design, employing structured questionnaires disseminated through internal email, this chapter will clarify the justification for this methodology and differentiates between the two. It will also explain the steps taken to make sure that the process by which the data is collected is both reliable and valid. 

The motivation for conducting this research is both academic and practical. There is a distinct necessity to broaden the research beyond the individual mental health needs and outcomes to include the relational consequences. From a practical perspective, law enforcement organisations are investing more into support systems which will often focus on the individual needs of officers; however, those systems will often fail to recognise how the stressors of work can connect to home life. Understanding the connection is essential in guiding development for more comprehensive interventions which involve the whole family.

[bookmark: _Toc232439527]3.1 Research Strategies

This research will employ a cross-sectional quantitative and qualitative approach by sending a structured questionnaire to current serving police officers of South Wales police via internal email. The questionnaire will look to assess two primary concepts, the first being the indicators of mental health (stress, anxiety and depression) and secondly, the perceived impact of these mental health experiences on the officers own interpersonal relationships. 

The questionnaires will also contain sections within, which the participants can write freely, this design allows the study to gather quantifiable indicators of mental health while also affording participants the opportunity to articulate, in their own words, their own lived experiences. The justification for integrating both methodologies is based on the intricacy of mental health and interpersonal experiences. Quantitative measures can assist in finding patterns and connections, however qualitive responses offer a better understanding of how officers navigate and deal with the intersection of their work and personal lives.

While this study will use both quantitative and qualitative approaches, the two are quite different. Quantitative research aims to measure, quantify and test hypotheses through statistical analysis, it emphasises the importance of reliability, replicability and generalisability (Schoonenboom, 2023). Within this research, the quantitative aspect will allow the analysis of the relationship between mental health scores and relationship outcomes. 

However, in contrast qualitative research is based more towards an interpretation of how people feel and what a topic means to them (Liu, 2022), interviews with willing participants could produce a more in-depth exploration of the trauma felt upon personal relationships and the regulation of that trauma. However, interviews in this instance would not be possible within the time constraints.  

The decision to use questionnaires via email can be justified on several practical, ethical and methodological grounds. Firstly, the accessibility and reach are important factors, officers within any force will often work shift patterns that are rarely the same, they will also be spread over a vast geographical area. Email questionnaires allow participants to complete the survey whenever is convenient to them, subsequently allowing more people to take part, it also includes people from various ranks and departments. Secondly, when you delve into the area of mental health, it is increasingly important to keep opinions and answers of the participants secure and anonymous. Officers may not wish to discuss their mental health challenges as they may be worried about the stigma, given the culture surrounding mental health and policing (Porter & Lee, 2024). The use of an anonymous online survey lowers any chance of being recognised and may lead to more truthful and accurate answers than other collection procedures such as in person interviews. Thirdly, the use of electronic surveys reduces the administrative burden when entering and correlating results.

However, this researcher also recognises the limits of this method. Email surveys may fail to get the desired response rate and has a possibility to exhibit self-selection bias (Sakshaug et al, 2019). Those experiencing considerable stress or mental health issues, could be more or less likely to take part, this could possibly lead to a disparity in representation. To reduce the risk of this, the questionnaire will be followed up with a reminder email, the questionnaire will also be concise and user friendly. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439528]3.2 Reliability and Validity 

Reliability is the degree to which a measurement tool is stable and consistent, to increase reliability, this study will employ established scales whenever feasible, including the depression anxiety stress scale and burnout measures (Warneke et al, 2025). Using tools that have already been tested and found reliable improves consistency in turn will make it easier for the comparison of other studies. Standardised online forms will also guarantee that all participants receive uniform question. 

Validity refers to whether the tool can accurately measure the elements that it was made to. Validity can be examined by assessing whether higher levels of stress etc are associated with greater relationship struggles and if the findings are consistent with previous studies (Newton, P., 2012). Internal validity can be bolstered with the implementation of statistical controls, for example, rank, department and years of service.

Within this chapter, it has been found that a quantitative and qualitative design using email distributed surveys is suitable, effective and considerate. While also keeping the results as reliable and valid as possible. This approach seeks to produce more robust findings that will assist in enhancing the understanding of mental health issues within British policing as well as the relational wellbeing of the officers involved.   

4. [bookmark: _Toc232419014][bookmark: _Toc232439529]Analysis

This chapter will present the findings from the questionnaire exploring the impact of policing on the mental of officers and their interpersonal relationships. The results will be organised into key themes which align with the aims of this research, including occupational stress, mental health outcomes, and relational impacts. Where appropriate, these findings will be compared across demographic groups and will be analysed as to whether they confirm or challenge existing literature. A total of 38 participants responded to the questionnaire, providing a diverse sample across rank, department and years of service. As shown in Table 1 (see appendix), the majority of respondents were constables (57.9%), with smaller representations from staff, sergeants and inspectors. In terms of experience, the sample was relatively evenly distributed although a slightly higher proportion of participants had between six and twenty years’ service. This demographic distribution is important as it reflects operational realities. As such, this dataset can provide a relevant basis to examine how exposure to operational stressors may influence mental health and relationships. Furthermore, the inclusion of levels of experience will allow for a comparison to be made between newer and more experienced officers, addressing a gap found within existing research. 

[bookmark: _Toc232419015][bookmark: _Toc232439530]4.1 Occupational Stress and Exposure

The results show that police work is directly linked to elevated levels of stress within the role, especially for those officers that are frontline. Most of the respondents claimed to have moderate to high levels of job-related stress and were often exposed to traumatic events such as violence or death. Figure 2 (see appendix) shows that officers working on the frontline were more stressed than those who worked in non-operational roles. Participants also outlined several major stressors, such as demands of their work, shift patterns and public scrutiny. These findings confirm those of previous studies including those of Jackman et al. (2021) and the prevalence of shift work as a stressor corroborates the findings of Purba & Demou (2019) who contend that irregular shift patterns diminish mental wellbeing. 
Analysis of the data revealed notable differences between the groups of respondents, especially when it came to years of service, type of role and working patterns. Officers with longer than service, in this case more than 10 years, reported elevated stress levels and increased emotional detachment, indicating that prolonged exposure to policing may worsen mental health issues. Frontline officers also stated that their mental health was worse and their relationships more strained than those of non-frontline staff. This shows how operational exposure can contribute to mental health outcomes. 

Overall, these results strongly confirm the relevance of the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model as outlined in the literature review. High job demands with a perceived lack of organisational support appear to lead to elevated stress levels. Therefore, these findings were largely expected and reinforce already existing frameworks. The consistency between the current findings and previous research suggests that the psychological impact of policing is both established and significant, however this study adds depth by demonstrating how these outcomes are experienced across separate roles and levels of service. In particular, the evidence that frontline officers and those with longer service report higher levels of stress supports the argument that cumulative exposure to trauma plays a critical role in shaping mental health outcomes. 

[bookmark: _Toc232419016][bookmark: _Toc232439531]4.2 Mental health outcomes  

The data shows a clear link between policing and negative mental health outcomes. A notable percentage of respondents reported symptoms including anxiety, sleep disturbances and burnout, while a smaller yet considerable number of participants exhibited symptoms indicative of post traumatic stress. Figure 3 shows anxiety and sleep issues were two of the most common problems reported. Most who took part in the study agreed that their role has a negative effect on their mental health, while also acknowledging the presence of stigma, fewer respondents reported being comfortable discussing mental health or seeking support, suggesting that there are significant cultural barriers for support within policing. 

This suggests that despite the existence of wellbeing initiatives within many police forces, there remains a disconnect between policy and practice. Participants experiences indicate that wellbeing frameworks may not be as accessible or implemented as police chiefs believe, as suggested by Harkin et al. (2025) in previous research. This raises important questions about the effectiveness of current support systems and suggest that further work is needed to ensure the support available and culturally acceptable. These findings are also highly consistent with prior research by Gullon-Scott and Longstaff (2022), who identified higher levels of stress and depression among police officers and the University of Cambridge (2022), which reported notable rates of PTSD symptoms.

[bookmark: _Toc232419017][bookmark: _Toc232439532]4.3 Impact on Interpersonal relationships  

One of the key contributions of this study is its exploration of how mental health issues within policing can spillover into personal relationships. The findings demonstrate a clear link between occupational stress and relational strain, with participants claiming difficulties in maintaining relationships, emotional detachment and conflict within the home. These results strongly support the theory of the spillover model, which suggests that stress experienced in one domain can spill into another. The concept of secondary traumatic stress (Hensel et al., 2015) is particularly relevant in explaining these findings. Participants report of emotional numbness and difficulty “switching off” suggest that repeated trauma may reduce emotional availability within personal relationships (see Fig 4 on appendix). This is also consistent with Friese (2020) who found that spouses of law enforcement officers can often experience significant stress as a result of their partner’s work. 

The qualitative responses offered significant insight into the participants lived experiences and corroborated the quantitative findings. Many key themes emerged, including emotional detachment, work-home spillover, relationship strain, and organisational frustration. Many officers said that they feel “numb” or disconnected, with others claiming it was difficult to separate work from personal life. Participants also voiced dissatisfaction with organisational support, often claiming stigma and a lack of comprehension with management. These raised themes closely correspond to existing literature, especially Harkin et al. (2025) and further substantiate the spillover model and the notion of secondary traumatic stress.  

In conclusion, this study provides convincing evidence that frontline policing has significant implications for both the mental and interpersonal relationships. The findings largely confirm existing literature and theoretical frameworks, including the JD-R and spillover models, while also contributing new insights into the lived experiences of police officers and staff. Importantly, the study highlights the ongoing need for an improvement in organisational support and a greater focus on relational outcomes, suggesting that future research and policies need to be more holistic when approaching officer wellbeing. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439533]5. Conclusion

This study was aimed towards understanding and exploring the impact of frontline policing on officers’ mental health. The research was primarily guided by three goals, firstly to identify the impact of policing on the front-line officers, secondly, to explore how these mental health outcomes can impact the officers’ relationships with partners, family members and friends and thirdly, to explore the role of organisational and occupational factors in influencing these outcomes. This study has provided some valuable insight into the lived experiences of officers working within UK policing through a mixed methods approach by way of a questionnaire. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439534]5.1 Achievement and links to existing literature

The findings of the research indicate that the primary aim of the study has been successfully achieved. The results found that frontline policing is associated with significant psychological challenges, with participants frequently reporting elevated stress levels, anxiety, burnout and sleep disturbances. Officers working in frontline positions reported on a consistent basis, higher levels of stress than those in non-operational roles, this would suggest that repeated exposure to traumatic events and demanding work conditions play a substantial role in shaping mental health outcomes for officers. These findings have largely confirmed what existing research had already identified. Consistent with Gullon-Scott and Longstaff (2022), participants reported elevated levels of stress. Similarly, the presence of trauma related symptoms supports findings from the University of Cambridge (2022), which identified substantial levels of PTSD symptoms within Policing.  


The second objective sought to examine the relationship between the affected officer’s mental health and the interpersonal relationships. The findings revealed that there is a clear connection between occupational stress and relationship strain. Many of the respondents reported a difficulty switching off from work, emotional detachment from loved ones and a conflict within their relationships with partners and spouses being the identified as the most effected group, although impacts on friendships and wider family members were also evident. These findings support the concept of emotional spillover, whereby stress encountered in one area of life can often extend to another. This significantly supports existing theories concerning emotional spillover, supported by Friese (2020) and Schwartz et al. (2025).

The final objective explored the organisational influences on mental wellbeing. Respondents frequently identified a number of significant factors of stress such as workload pressures, shift work, staffing levels and lack of support. Furthermore, many participants highlighted a continuing stigma surrounding mental health discussions within the policing world. Consequently, this study demonstrates that the above-mentioned factors play a crucial role in both the development and management of mental health outcomes. These findings are consistent with Purba and Demou’s (2019) argument that organisational stressors contribute to a decline on mental health.

[bookmark: _Toc232439535]5.2 Contribution to existing knowledge

Although substantial research already exists regarding mental health within policing, little attention is given to the impact of these issues on personal relationships, particularly within the context of the United Kingdom. This study has been able to contribute to the field by examining both the mental health outcomes and relationship consequences simultaneously, providing a more holistic understanding of the topic.
 
Furthermore, this study has been able to close the gap identified within the literature review by comparing experiences across different ranks, departments and lengths of service, however while the sample size of participants limits the ability to make generalisations, the findings do provide a valuable insight into how different occupational stressors can be experienced across different groups. 

The inclusion of qualitative responses also contributes to existing knowledge by providing the lived accounts of officers. These personal reflections offer a context to the quantitative findings and offer to highlight the human impact of occupational stress in ways that numerical data alone would not achieve. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439536]5.3 Limitations

However, this study was not without its own limitations and these need to be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. Firstly, the study utilised a relatively small portion of police officers with 38 respondents to the questionnaire. While this sample size more than expected, it does still limit the extent to which the findings can be generalised across all police forces within the United Kingdom. 
Secondly, the use of self-report questionnaires introduces the potential for response bias. Participants may have underreported their mental health difficulties due to concerns surrounding the ever-present stigma or reputational issues of reporting, even though the questionnaire was assured to be anonymous. Equally, some may have differing interpretations of the questions themselves, possibly effecting consistency across responses. 

Thirdly, this study adopted a cross-sectional design which meant that data was only collected during a single point of time. Whilst on one hand this allows the identification of associations, it does not allow for the identification of cause. With some respondents possibly feeling particularly negative on the day they responded, this does not give an accurate account of their feelings over time. Therefore, it cannot be said for certain that policing directly effects relationships, only that there is a significant relationship between the two. 

Finally, the study did not explore demographic variables such as gender or ethnicity, factors that may influence an individual’s experience of stress and wellbeing that others may not. In future studies, this could show the unique challenges on certain officers and allow for targeted support interventions when necessary. 

[bookmark: _Toc232439537]5.4 Recommendations for future research 

From this study, it has been deduced that future research should seek to build upon these findings through larger scale studies, potentially involving numerous police forces across the United Kingdom. This larger sample size would benefit the ability for a more detailed statistical comparison between demographic groups.

Tracking officers over a number of months or years would also be beneficial, this longitudinal research would offer a greater understanding of how occupational stress can accumulate over time or throughout a policing career, on the other hand it may show the decrease or change of stress when transferring to a different sector or department 

While conducting this research there have been a number of practical recommendations that could be made by policing organisations. Forces should continue to expand on mental health support mechanisms while actively working to reduce the stigma surrounding the seeking of help. Also, greater consideration should be given to the management of workload for frontline officers as well as introducing new officers to frontline roles in order to address the lack of staff as these factors were found to be major factors in stress levels. Strong leadership should also prioritise awareness around wellbeing and encourage supportive workplace cultures, allowing officers to feel comfortable discussing the struggles of mental health. Secondly, wellbeing initiatives should extend past the individual officers to include family support programs. Given the evidence found of relationship strain, providing resources for partners and their families could help to mitigate effects of stress. 

This research project has successfully achieved its aims and objectives by demonstrating the interconnected relationship between policing, mental health and interpersonal functioning. Whilst limitations exist, the findings contribute valuable insight into an under researched area and reinforces the need for organisational and academic attention. Ultimately, the importance of officer wellbeing cannot be understated, without healthy and focussed officers, the future of policing is truly bleak. 
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Appendix

Table 1 - Participants demographics (n=38)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	
	
	
	

	Rank
	Constable
	22
	57.9

	
	Sergeant
	8
	21.1

	
	Inspector +
	4
	10.5

	
	Staff
	4
	10.5

	
	
	
	

	Years of Service
	0-5 years
	10
	26.3

	
	6-10 years
	11
	28.9

	
	11-20 years
	12
	31.6

	
	20+ years
	5
	13.2

	
	
	
	

	Department
	Frontline/Response
	21
	55.3

	
	Other roles
	17
	44.7

	
	
	
	

	Working pattern
	Shift based
	29
	76.3

	
	Daytime
	9
	23.7
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