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Organisational culture within Police Forces shapes officers’ identities and behaviours, this then has a knock-on effect to officers’ wellbeing. The culture has been defined as the cumulative effect of what people do and how they do it (Cooper, 2024). These cultures that are formed influence not only operational decisions but also officers’ willingness to seek or accept help. This help could either be psychological or organisational (INGRAM, TERRILL and PAOLINE, 2018).  

Serving officers, the College of Policing, HMIC and the College of Policing are just of few of that who have voiced concerns surrounding the mental health of officers. Surveys have been carried out which show the ever-growing level of officers suffering from symptoms of anxiety, depression, burnout and PTSD (Federation, 2022). This is due to the officers experiencing higher workloads, experiencing trauma within the job, and facing intensified public scrutiny. In comparison to the number of reported symptoms of these conditions, the percentage of officers who seek and accept help remains significantly lower (Corrigan, 2004).

Understanding the effects organisational cultures have is therefore essential to improving officer wellbeing which in turn would improve force functioning, and higher levels of public trust. This chapter will explore these issues in depth by analysing literature and supporting evidence. It will begin by defining the key terms and outlining theories that show current understanding of the culture and the lack of help-seeking. It will then include major concepts and debates that have been found within literature including the stigma, masculinity persona, and trust within the organisation. The aim of this is to illustrate how organisational culture shapes serving officers attitude towards accepting help. The chapter will then continue to review the gaps that are found within research and reviewing the research that was found. Lastly, it will conclude by summarising the implications of the issues of organisational cultures and highlight the need for change to allow officers more support and further show improvement in policing. 

Defining the topic: Organisational cultures within UK police forces

The main focus of this chapter is analyse and review the relationship between cultures within UK forces and officers’ willingness to seek help. Organisational cultures refer to shared norms, values, beliefs behavioural expectations (Rune Glomseth and Bentzen, 2025). These cultures guide officers commitments and interactions whilst carrying out their duties. They are often shaped by historical traditions and mindsets, occupational demands and organisational structures (Loftus, 2010). 

In the United Kingdom, organisational culture is heavily influenced by the principle of officers’ policing by consent. Loader and Mulachy (2003) show how the tradition of policing with consent shapes officers’ identity and expectations. This has created informal norms such as solidarity, emotional control, risk awareness and creating a cultural environment which influences officers’ willingness to accepting support (Gray, 2013). Whilst Loftus’ (2010) shows how cultural norms that were formed, persist regardless of organisational reform. This shows that organisational culture is historically rooted and difficult to change which leads to a strong influence on officer’s seeking help (Loftus, 2010a). 

Help seeking and accepting help

“Help-seeking” refers to officers recognising and actively pursuing assistance when required, whereas help acceptance refers to officers’ willingness to accept the needed help and support when it is offered to them.  In UK policing, there is numerous ways where assistance could be offered which may include consulting occupational health within the force, accessing mental health services or engaging with the forces TRIM processes (College of Policing, 2016). The TRIM process refers to a Trauma Risk Management process, which is a peer-delivered service which aims to signpost those who have been involved in a traumatic incident to the correct support services and coping mechanisms (West Yorkshire Police, 2018).

Studies such as Karaffa and Koch(2015) show that officers are less likely to seek help than employees in comparable high-stress professions (Karaffa and Koch, 2015). In the United Kingdom, Wood and Watson revaled that officers put off help seeking, or help acceptance, until their symptoms or struggles become overwhelming. They referred to the expectation of being tough and being seen as weak and in turn experiencing career repercussions.

Wellbeing and Mental health in policing 

Wellbeing refers to the psychological, emotional and occupational health of officers. Officers experience high workloads, high demand and in turn leads to high levels of stress, trauma and burnout. Studies such as Violanti (2014) show that police officers have a high rate recorded for mental health illness than the average civilian yet still have lower rates of engaging with support services (Violanti, 2014).

Specifically in the United Kingdom, Houmont and Elliot-Davies (2016) revealed that stressors within policing such as workload, management and lack of support from management – are more damaging to the officer than physical dangers. This study alone supports that it is important to examine how organisational cultures influence officers’ willingness to accept help (Houdmont and Elliott-Davies, 2017). 

Theoretical Frameworks

The Social Identity Theory by Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggests that idividuals gain part of their social identity from their peers. This is hugely relevant within policing, and a “Police” social group becomes a norm due to the tightly structured force and the fact the job is based on teamwork. Via social categorisation, officers begin to see officers as one group and the public as outsiders (College of Policing, 2024). Officers begin to accept the “norms” that are created within their group and accept the values of loyalty to the group, solidarity and bravery (Tajfel, 1981).  When officers form this “police group”, admitting vulnerabilities may seem as a threat to their status within their group. Research shows that officers do not speak out as they fear being judged and appeared unreliable if disclosing that they have mental health concerns to their group (Waddington, 1999). 

Masculinity Theory also assists with evidencing why police officers refuse to seek or accept help by highlighting how they are expected to “be a man” and consider that the things that they are experience should be seen as their normal.

Policing has long been paired with “hegemonic masculinity” which is a form of masculinity that holds values of toughness and emotional control (Connell, 2005). Officers learn early on in their career that showing vulnerability goes against the organisational culture of being masculine and strong and that it can be seen as a weakness leading to officers being undermined in relation to their credibility or competence. Studies also show that women officers often feel pressured to adopt masculine traits to feel accepted within forces (Brown and Heidensohn, 2000).

Further to this, due to organisational cultures such as dark humour and downplaying the emotional strain the individual is facing is another way of reinforcing the masculine norms (Lou, 2020). Officers who move away from these norms and are more open fear the stigma of being unreliable which further evidences why officers are less willing to accept help (Silvestri, 2017).

The existing literature surrounding organisational cultures and the influences they have on officers willingness to seek help reveals numerous reoccurring themes and debates. These themes relate to one another and the following sections synthesise parts of the research. 

One recurring theme in the research literature is the influence of solidarity and group loyalty within the organisation. Studies show that solidarity within a team provides reassurance and emotional support allowing for a sense of belonging in the group (Sangiovanni, Juri and Juri Viehoff, 2024). On the other hand, this solidarity places a restriction for officer to be able to seek help due to it reinforcing the norm of acting tough (Paoline, Myers and Worden, 2000).

Wood & Watson (2021) show that people disagree on the debate of whether solidarity could be a positive influence through structured support programmes (Heyman and McGeough, 2018) or whether solidarity reinforces secrecy and prevents officers from opening up about their vulnerabilities (Brown, 2024). 

Stigma around mental health is one most discussed barriers to individuals seeking or accepting help. Research shows that officers are in fear of being deemed unfit for duty, seen as weak or unstable due to the hegemonic masculinity within the forces (Karaffa and Koch, 2015a). The stigma and masculinity pair together to form a toxic cultural environment where showing signs of vulnerability is discouraged and goes against police norms.

Another recurring theme in the reviewed literature is the impact of trust in the organisation. Hierachy and trust in the organisation officers work within, shapes future communication and help-seeking behaviours. Young (2022) shows that police officers who are reluctant to seek help, fear judgement from their supervisors and believe they will face consequences from being deemed unstable (Charman and Bennett, 2021).
Hierarchy and leadership style shape officers perceptions of trust in the organisation and their perception on safety. Hesketh & Tehrani (2019) state that transformational leadership encourages seeking support and coping mechanise whilst Myhill & Bradford (2013) states stricter leadership causing avoidance and reinforces the cultural norms. 

Lastly, diversity and inclusion is a further theme that reoccurs. Literature and research shows that officers that fit into a minority bracket such as women, ethnic minorities or LGBQT+ officers face increased pressure leading to further barriers in seeking help (Holdaway, 2017). Officers who are a minority experience discrimation from peers, stereotyping or intense pressure to conform to the organisational cultures (Westmarland, 2011). As an example, women who are in a male dominated job role, feel the necessity to act like a male, and be as strong as. This in turn leads to reluctancy to seek help to prove themselves.

Research on the influence organisational cultures have on help seeking behaviours has increased but there are still several gaps that remain. Some literature is under-developed, limited or lack depth and are in need of further research. 

Most of the literature and research available is originates in Australia or America, rather than the United Kingdom. Though there are some UK studies such as Loftus, 2010; Wood & Watson, 2021, these are based on The United Kingdom as a whole and do not focus on the issues amongst Welsh Police forces. Wales remained almost fully absent from literature despite having four police forces within. This means there is no analysis on how the Welsh Government has had an impact on policing nor of any influences the Welsh Government’s wellbeing policies (Welsh Government, 2015) have had on policing.

Welsh policing is significantly different to policing around the remaining parts of the United Kingdom due to having its own health care system, own wellbeing legislations, bilingual service delivery requirements and different policing challenges. This therefore does not allow for literature and research to be accurate and be used to analyse the impacts of organisational cultures within Wales.
Another gap in the literature is the representation of minorities and intersectional experiences. Reasearch such as Silvestri 2017 and Holdaway 2017 show that minority officers face increased barriers yet there are little to no studies that focus on intersectional minorities such as black women police officers, of a female officer with a disability.

Further to this there is little to no research on minority officers who are based in a Welsh police force and there are no studies that explore how providing bilingual services affect policing. This gap should be important due to the Welsh Government emphasising equality and inclusion. These gaps highlight the need for research that is Welsh policing specific, intersectional, based on the realities of rural and bilingual policing and focused on organisation trust. 

The literature reviewed within this chapter displays a clear demonstration of how organisational culture plays a role in shaping officers beliefs and norms, affecting their willingness to accept psychological help. As a nation, police officers are faced with cultural norms such as solidarity, toughness and emotional control (Loftus, 2010). Whilst the literature explains that these norms can be beneficial for officers for resilience and managing risk, it also shows that they cause barriers for officers and prevent individuals from seeking the help they need. 

Schein (2010) highlights how informal norms can often influence individuals more so than force policies. The negative influence these cultures cause can then lead to interventions failing, as evidence shows that due to the stigma, individuals fail to engage with wellbeing strategies and peer-support initiatives. Police officers often feel that seeking help goes against anything they have learnt during their time as an officer. They are told to be strong, resilient and brave and it is often thought that admitting to vulnerabilities goes against this which will lead to restricted duties within work and loss of respect from their peers (Cotton and Hart, 2003).

The literature also reveals that with the solidarity expected of officers, comes the belief that distress is normal. Officers are surrounded by negative and traumatic experiences that they are led to believe that it should just be easy to brush off the incident and move on to the next incident without considering their own feelings beforehand (Paoline, 2003). 

In conclusion, the literature strongly supports the argument as to whether organisational cultures affect police officers willingness to seek and accept help. These orgnisational cultures are deep-rooted into the police forces and will continue to undermine support services until there is improvement and addressing the issues requires a change beyond a new policy. 

This study has the potential to make a meaningful contribution to both academic research and orgnisational functioning by addressing the gaps in the existing literature. This research will benefit existing officers and future officers by gaining a theoretical understanding of the issues and creating insights in how to improve the issues. By addressing the issues, it will allow for more effective strategies to be put in place which will in turn improve officer wellbeing, leading to less officers on the sick, lower turnover and improved confidence in policing. 
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