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 Abstract 

Policing is widely recognised as a demanding occupation that places significant 
physical and psychological pressure on those working within it. Police officers are 
routinely exposed to high workloads, traumatic incidents, and irregular working 
patterns, including night shifts and rotating schedules. In recent years, growing 
attention has been given to police officer wellbeing, particularly in relation to shift work, 
fatigue, and mental health. This dissertation explores the impact of shift work on police 
officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness within the context of 
UK policing, using secondary research. 

This study draws on UK-based academic literature, national workforce surveys, 
inspection reports, and professional guidance to examine how shift work affects 
officers both individually and organisationally. Existing research consistently shows that 
irregular working hours are linked to disrupted sleep and increased fatigue, with 
national surveys indicating that high numbers of officer’s experience stress, anxiety, and 
low mood as a result of their work (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024; 
National Police Wellbeing Service, 2023). These findings are particularly important given 
the safety-critical nature of policing and the need for officers to maintain concentration, 
judgement, and emotional control while on duty (Health and Safety Executive, 2023). 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Policing is widely recognised as a demanding occupation that places significant 
physical, psychological, and emotional demands on those who undertake the role. 
Police officers are required to operate within unpredictable and often high-pressure 
environments, make rapid decisions with limited information, and routinely engage with 
individuals experiencing distress, conflict, or trauma. Alongside these operational 
demands, many officers work irregular and extended shift patterns, including night 
shifts and rotating schedules, which may further compound occupational stress and 
fatigue. 

Shift work has been identified across multiple sectors as a factor associated with 
disrupted sleep, fatigue, and reduced psychological wellbeing. Within policing, these 
effects may be particularly pronounced due to the safety-critical nature of the role and 
the cumulative exposure to occupational stressors inherent in frontline work. Research 
conducted within the United Kingdom has highlighted growing concern regarding police 
officer wellbeing, with national surveys indicating that a substantial proportion of 
officer’s experience poor sleep quality and symptoms associated with stress and 
emotional exhaustion. These concerns are further intensified by sustained 
organisational pressures, including high demand, staffing shortages, and increased 
public scrutiny. 

In recent years, professional bodies and inspection organisations have increasingly 
recognised the relationship between workforce wellbeing and effective policing. HM 
Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services has emphasised that fatigue, 
reduced concentration, and impaired decision-making may undermine organisational 
resilience and operational effectiveness. Despite this growing recognition, there 
remains debate regarding the extent to which shift work itself contributes to negative 
outcomes, as opposed to wider organisational and cultural factors within policing. 

Existing literature also suggests that police officers may face barriers to openly 
discussing mental health concerns, including stigma and cultural expectations 
surrounding resilience and emotional control. These factors may limit the effectiveness 
of organisational support mechanisms and complicate efforts to accurately measure 
wellbeing. Consequently, much of the existing evidence in this field is derived from 
large-scale surveys, inspection reports, and peer-reviewed research rather than small-
scale primary studies. This highlights the importance of synthesising existing research 
to develop a comprehensive understanding of the impact of shift work within policing. 

Against this backdrop, this dissertation seeks to critically examine the impact of shift 
work on police officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness 
within the context of contemporary UK policing. 
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1.2 Research Aim and Objectives 

The overall aim of this dissertation is to examine the impact of shift work on police 
officers, with reference to mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness. 

To achieve this aim, the following research objectives have been established: 

Objective 1: 

To explore the impact of shift work on the mental health of police officers. 

Objective 2: 

To examine the relationship between shift work, productivity, and operational 
effectiveness in policing. 

 

 

Objective 3: 

To consider the role of organisational culture and support in shaping police officer 
wellbeing. 

These objectives are intentionally concise and focused, allowing for clear alignment 
with the literature review, analysis, and conclusions presented in subsequent chapters. 

 

1.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has introduced the research topic, outlined the context within which the 
study is situated, and established the aim and objectives of the dissertation. The 
discussion has highlighted the growing importance of police officer wellbeing within 
professional and academic discourse, particularly in relation to shift work and its 
potential implications for mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness. 

 

By framing the study within existing concerns surrounding fatigue, organisational 
pressure, and cultural barriers to disclosure, this chapter provides a clear foundation for 
the critical examination of existing literature in Chapter Two. The following chapter will 
therefore explore current UK-based research in greater depth to assess how shift work is 
understood within policing and to identify areas of agreement, debate, and limitation 
within the literature. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter critically reviews literature relating to the impact of shift work on police 
officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness. As this dissertation 
is based on secondary research, the sources examined here form the primary evidence 
base through which the research objectives are addressed. Rather than presenting a 
descriptive account of existing studies, the literature is evaluated comparatively, with 
attention paid to where findings align, where they diverge, and what gaps remain. 

In UK policing, wellbeing and fatigue have increasingly been framed not only as 
occupational health issues but also as operational risks. National bodies have 
repeatedly linked workforce resilience to service sustainability, particularly where 
forces face sustained demand and constrained resources (HMICFRS, 2021). At the 
same time, national survey findings continue to suggest high levels of stress, fatigue, 
and declining morale among police officers and staff, creating a context in which shift 
patterns and working time are likely to be significant contributors rather than 
background factors (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024; National Police 
Wellbeing Service, 2023).   

The chapter is structured around the research objectives. Section 2.2 focuses on 
mental health impacts associated with shift work, including stress, trauma exposure, 
and the role of cultural barriers to disclosure. Section 2.3 examines fatigue and 
productivity, with emphasis on cognitive performance, decision quality, and recovery 
time. Section 2.4 considers operational effectiveness and organisational support, 
including current services available to officers and how these interact with shift 
patterns and fatigue risk. The chapter closes by identifying limitations within the 
evidence base and summarising the implications for the dissertation methodology. 

2.2 Shift Work and Police Officer Mental Health 

Policing is widely recognised as a psychologically demanding occupation, and the 
literature increasingly identifies shift work as a meaningful factor in officer wellbeing. 
Houdmont, Elliott-Davies and Randall (2019) state that irregular and rotating shifts are 
associated with higher levels of emotional exhaustion and psychological distress 
among officers, primarily due to disrupted sleep and limited recovery time. This is 
consistent with national-level data indicating that police officers frequently report poor 
wellbeing outcomes, including stress, anxiety and low mood, which they strongly 
associate with work (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024).   

 

A key argument in the literature is that shift work contributes to mental ill-health 
indirectly by disrupting sleep, reducing recovery, and increasing exposure to cumulative 
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strain. The National Police Wellbeing Survey (2023) reported that 69.6% of officers 
described fatigue levels as high, with 28.9% reporting very high fatigue, suggesting that a 
substantial proportion of the workforce may be operating with persistent tiredness 
rather than occasional fatigue (National Police Wellbeing Service, 2023). This is 
particularly relevant to mental health because fatigue and sleep disruption are 
repeatedly linked to emotional dysregulation, irritability and reduced resilience, all of 
which may increase vulnerability to stress-related symptoms (Health and Safety 
Executive, 2023).   

 

National workforce data provides further context for the scale of mental health strain. In 
the PFEW Pay and Morale Survey 2024 headline report, 81% of respondents indicated 
they had experienced feelings such as stress, low mood or anxiety in the past 12 
months, and 93% stated these difficulties were caused or made worse by work, with 
workload and poor work/life balance among the most commonly cited drivers (Police 
Federation of England and Wales, 2024). This supports an argument that shift work may 
be operating within a wider “system of demand”, where unsocial hours and fatigue 
amplify the impact of workload and operational pressures, rather than acting as a single 
independent cause.   

 

Where the literature becomes more contested is in how far shift work alone can explain 
poor mental health outcomes. The National Police Wellbeing Service (2023) reports that 
officers often identify workload, staffing gaps, and operational intensity as core 
wellbeing issues, suggesting that shift work may intensify these issues by limiting time 
for recovery rather than being the primary driver in isolation (National Police Wellbeing 
Service, 2023). This position is broadly consistent with inspection commentary, where 
HMICFRS (2021) emphasises that fatigue and wellbeing problems rarely stem from a 
single cause and are more commonly driven by interconnected pressures such as 
demand, resource constraints and organisational practice.   

 

The role of trauma exposure is also central. Police Care UK’s “The Job, The Life” analysis 
of a large-scale UK policing sample found that 90% of respondents reported exposure to 
trauma, and one in five reported symptoms consistent with PTSD or complex PTSD in 
the previous four weeks (Police Care UK, 2023). Importantly, this body of work 
emphasises that trauma impact is not simply a product of “what officers see”, but is 
shaped by working conditions and organisational context, including time to process, 
access to support, and recovery opportunities, which can be constrained under rotating 
shift patterns and high demand (Police Care UK, 2023).  More recent UK scholarship has 
also connected trauma outcomes to job quality and working conditions. Burchell (2023) 
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argues that high trauma prevalence becomes a threat to service quality and 
performance, not only because of the clinical impact on individuals, but also because 
untreated symptoms can affect concentration, decision-making, relationships, and 
confidence at work. Within this argument, shift work becomes relevant because poor 
sleep and fatigue can weaken coping capacity and reduce the likelihood that an officer 
feels able to access support in the moment, especially where rapid rotations produce 
“carry-over fatigue” and minimal decompression time between duties (College of 
Policing, 2020; Burchell, 2023).   

 

A further strand of the literature focuses on stigma and disclosure. Edwards and Kotera 
(2021) state that mental health stigma within policing remains a significant barrier to 
help-seeking, particularly where officers fear being perceived as weak or unfit for duty. 
This issue intersects with shift work because unsocial hours can reduce access to 
services, reduce opportunities for informal peer support, and increase isolation from 
normal support structures, meaning that even where services exist, they may not be 
used consistently across shift-based units (Edwards and Kotera, 2021; Police 
Federation of England and Wales, 2023).   

 

Marshall et al. (2021) provide a particularly useful contribution to this discussion by 
suggesting that reporting can be shaped by confidentiality and organisational context, 
with officers more likely to under-report symptoms where screening is not anonymous. 
From a shift work perspective, this matters because high-fatigue environments can 
normalise “just getting on with it,” meaning that tiredness, irritability, low mood and 
stress may be interpreted as routine consequences of the job rather than signals 
requiring support, particularly in cultures where resilience is expected (HMICFRS, 2021; 
Marshall et al., 2021).   

 

Overall, the literature indicates that shift work is meaningfully associated with mental 
health outcomes in policing, but its impact is best understood as part of a wider system 
that includes demand, trauma exposure, staffing, and culture. This supports an 
argument that managing shift work is not only an occupational health issue but also a 
structural and leadership issue within policing. 

 

2.3 Shift Work, Fatigue, and Productivity 

Productivity in policing extends beyond numerical outputs and includes vigilance, 
situational awareness, communication quality, emotional regulation, and decision-
making under pressure. Fatigue is consistently identified as a key mechanism through 
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which shift work can reduce these capabilities. The Health and Safety Executive (2023) 
states that fatigue affects concentration, reaction times and judgement and is 
particularly relevant in safety-critical occupations where errors can have high 
consequences. In policing, this can translate into reduced attention to detail, slower 
risk recognition, increased conflict escalation, and poorer driving performance, 
particularly around night work and extended hours (Health and Safety Executive, 2023; 
College of Policing, 2023).   

 

The National Police Wellbeing Survey (2023) provides an important statistical anchor for 
these arguments by identifying fatigue as a widespread workforce issue. When a 
majority of officers report high or very high fatigue, it becomes difficult to treat fatigue as 
an occasional individual problem; instead, it suggests a structural issue linked to 
working patterns, demand, and recovery opportunities (National Police Wellbeing 
Service, 2023). Importantly, Oscar Kilo’s reporting of wellbeing findings has repeatedly 
framed fatigue as a risk factor not only for mental health but for operational 
performance and workforce retention, indicating that wellbeing and productivity cannot 
be separated cleanly in policing environments (National Police Wellbeing Service, 
2023).   

 

Evidence directly examining fatigue and performance in policing further strengthens the 
argument that fatigue influences productivity. Taylor et al. (2018/2019) examined fatigue 
and cognitive performance in police personnel working a forward-rotating pattern 
including day, afternoon and night shifts. Their findings support the position that fatigue 
varies systematically across shift sequences and may impair cognitive functioning, 
suggesting that “coping” on shift does not necessarily mean optimal performance. This 
aligns with broader fatigue research warning that individuals often underestimate 
impairment when tired, which is operationally important because officers may still feel 
capable while exhibiting reduced reaction time and judgement quality (Health and 
Safety Executive, 2023; Taylor et al., 2019).   

 

An important contested point in the literature concerns adaptation. Some sources 
argue that officers develop strategies for coping with shift work over time and can 
maintain performance through experience and learned routines. However, the 
counterargument is that adaptation may reflect normalisation rather than mitigation, 
particularly when officers regularly achieve insufficient sleep, rely on stimulants, or 
accept tiredness as “part of the job.” The practical risk is that such normalisation can 
conceal the level of impairment within teams, particularly where overtime and short 
rest intervals are common (HMICFRS, 2021; College of Policing, 2020).   
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The issue of recovery time between shifts is repeatedly highlighted as central to 
productivity. A recent example from policing commentary around rest and sleep 
indicates that a notable proportion of officer’s report poor sleep quantity, including 
reporting fewer than six hours sleep, which is concerning given the cumulative effects of 
chronic short sleep on cognitive performance (National Police Wellbeing Service, 2023). 
Even where the evidence is not framed as a clinical study, the consistency of these 
workforce findings supports the argument that fatigue is persistent and likely to 
influence how effectively officers can maintain attention, emotional control, and sound 
decision-making throughout shift sequences.   

A further productivity-related dimension concerns work-life disruption. Shift work can 
affect family routines, social support and recovery behaviours, which may indirectly 
reduce productivity by increasing stress and decreasing restorative time. UK research 
examining wellbeing and working conditions has emphasised that working time quality, 
extended hours and unpredictability can degrade work-life balance and wellbeing over 
time, contributing to reduced energy and lower engagement at work (Scholarios, 
Hesselgreaves and Pratt, 2018). This links to the “emotional energy” and burnout-type 
measures reported in national wellbeing surveys, where officers report reduced 
emotional resources alongside fatigue, which may impact service quality and 
interpersonal interactions with the public (National Police Wellbeing Service, 2023).   

Overall, the literature supports the position that shift work contributes to fatigue which, 
in turn, can reduce productivity in the broader operational sense. These findings 
strengthen the rationale for organisational fatigue management approaches, 
particularly where services depend on consistent performance in complex and high-risk 
environments. 

2.4 Organisational Culture, Support, and Operational Effectiveness 

Operational effectiveness in policing is closely linked to workforce wellbeing, because 
performance relies on sustained attention, safe decision-making, and stable staffing 
capacity. HMICFRS (2021) highlights that fatigue, sustained demand and constrained 
resources may undermine resilience and service delivery, meaning that wellbeing is 
operational rather than purely personal. In this context, shift work contributes not only 
through individual fatigue but through how shifts shape staffing availability, supervision 
quality, training time, and capacity for post-incident recovery (HMICFRS, 2021).   

 

A central issue for operational effectiveness is whether wellbeing support is accessible 
and effective under shift-based systems. The current landscape of support in UK 
policing includes national and force-level mechanisms, including the National Police 
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Wellbeing Service (Oscar Kilo), occupational health provision, trauma-focused support 
such as TRiM, peer support approaches, and campaigns and processes intended to 
improve post-incident responses. The College of Policing’s wellbeing pages signpost the 
NPWS/Oscar Kilo provision as part of the broader wellbeing infrastructure in policing, 
reflecting a shift toward structured national support rather than isolated local initiatives 
(College of Policing, 2023).   

2.4.1 Current services available to officers, and how they link to shift patterns 

Oscar Kilo (NPWS) supports a range of wellbeing resources that are directly relevant to 
shift work, including sleep and fatigue resources, wellbeing toolkits, and leadership 
guidance. For example, Oscar Kilo’s toolkit and campaign approach explicitly includes 
“Better Sleep” and fatigue-focused support materials, which are particularly relevant 
where officers work rotating nights and compressed rest periods (National Police 
Wellbeing Service, 2023). This matters because services that require daytime 
attendance can be poorly aligned with shift workers, whereas digital and toolkit-based 
resources may offer greater flexibility for staff on nights, early turns, or variable rotas.   

Trauma Risk Management (TRiM) is a key post-incident support mechanism within 
policing and other emergency services. Mind provides guidance on TRiM as an 
approach intended to support staff exposed to traumatic incidents and encourage 
appropriate help-seeking and processing after trauma exposure (Mind, 2021). More 
recent UK discussion also suggests TRiM can reduce barriers to help-seeking when 
implemented appropriately and supported by workplace culture, although the literature 
stresses that it is not a substitute for clinical care where needed (Porter, 2025; Mind, 
2021). From a shift work perspective, a practical limitation is that TRiM processes rely 
on timely access and follow-up, which can be disrupted where officers rotate rapidly 
between shifts or return immediately to operational demand with limited 
decompression time, potentially reducing the opportunity for consistent follow-up 
(HMICFRS, 2021).   

Another significant service area concerns responses to assaults and high-impact 
incidents. Operation Hampshire, delivered through the NPWS framework, aims to 
improve the response to assaults on officers and staff through structured processes 
and supervisor guidance, with the College of Policing highlighting it as a national 
practice approach (College of Policing, 2024). The relevance to shift work is that 
assaults and high-conflict events frequently occur during nights and peak demand 
periods, where staffing is stretched and the priority is immediate incident response; 
therefore, formalising welfare follow-up and signposting can help ensure that officers 
are not “lost” in the pace of shift-based response work (College of Policing, 2024).   

The Police Covenant has also strengthened the policy environment around officer 
wellbeing, signalling governmental recognition that physical and mental health support 
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is part of the duty of care owed to policing personnel (Home Office, 2024). While the 
Covenant is not a “service” in itself, it provides a framework that supports consistency 
and improvement across forces, which is relevant because shift-based units can 
experience uneven access to wellbeing support depending on leadership quality and 
operational tempo (Home Office, 2024).   

2.4.2 Does support help, and why it may not reach shift-based teams equally? 

A recurring theme across the literature is that the existence of services does not 
automatically translate into effective access. Organisational culture and line 
management practice influence whether officers feel able to use support, especially 
where they fear negative career consequences. This is reflected in survey and 
qualitative evidence suggesting discomfort around disclosure and normalisation of 
fatigue and stress, particularly in high-demand roles (Edwards and Kotera, 2021; 
HMICFRS, 2021). When combined with shift patterns, this may create a practical 
barrier: an officer on nights may struggle to access daytime support, and an officer on 
rapid rotation may struggle to attend follow-up sessions consistently, potentially 
reducing the effectiveness of services intended to support recovery (National Police 
Wellbeing Service, 2023).   

The importance of aligning support to shift reality is supported indirectly by fatigue and 
sleep statistics. Where high proportions of officer’s report high fatigue, a reasonable 
inference is that “self-managed coping” is widespread, and formal support may be 
underused or delayed. Some national reporting suggests burnout-type indicators are 
also present (for example, public reporting of survey results indicating notable levels of 
burnout and persistent fatigue) which supports the argument that services need to be 
accessible, credible, and practically compatible with shift patterns, rather than relying 
on staff attending support during rest periods (National Police Wellbeing Service, 
2023).  Operational effectiveness is therefore impacted in two ways: first, through 
fatigue and mental health effects that influence decision-making and performance; and 
second, through service inconsistency where support exists but is not accessed evenly 
across roles and shifts.  

This literature increasingly suggests that wellbeing strategies must be integrated into 
operational planning, including shift design, rest protection, supervisor training, and 
routine welfare checks, rather than treating wellbeing as an “add-on” (College of 
Policing, 2020; HMICFRS, 2021).   

2.5 Limitations within the Existing Literature 

Despite a growing evidence base, several limitations remain. First, many studies rely on 
self-reported wellbeing and fatigue measures, which can be influenced by stigma, 
under-reporting, and concerns around confidentiality. Marshall et al. (2021) 
demonstrate that officers may report symptoms differently depending on whether data 



16 
 

collection is anonymous, suggesting that prevalence figures may underestimate the 
true scale of mental health difficulty within policing. This limitation is relevant when 
interpreting national surveys and workforce reports, which may capture trends 
accurately while still underestimating absolute levels (Marshall et al., 2021).   

Second, there is limited UK longitudinal research tracking the cumulative impact of shift 
work across entire careers, especially across different policing roles and shift models. 
This matters because cumulative fatigue and long-term sleep disruption may affect 
wellbeing differently over years than over months, particularly in units where officers 
repeatedly rotate nights or experience frequent short-notice overtime. Third, studies 
can define shift work differently (e.g., fixed nights, rotating forward, compressed 
patterns), making direct comparison difficult. These limitations reinforce the value of 
secondary research synthesis to identify converging patterns across diverse sources 
rather than relying on any single study. 

2.6 Chapter Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed and evaluated literature relating to the impact of shift work 
on police officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness, and it has 
strengthened the analysis with recent UK workforce statistics and national service 
frameworks. Across the evidence base, there is strong agreement that irregular working 
patterns are associated with disrupted sleep and fatigue, and that fatigue is widespread 
among police officers, with national data indicating that around seven in ten officers 
report high fatigue and a substantial minority report very high fatigue (National Police 
Wellbeing Service, 2023).   

The literature also indicates that mental health strain in policing is significant and 
widespread, with workforce survey reporting suggesting that a large majority of officers 
experience stress, low mood or anxiety and often attribute these difficulties to work-
related causes such as workload and work-life balance (Police Federation of England 
and Wales, 2024). At the same time, trauma exposure research suggests high 
prevalence of trauma and clinically relevant symptom profiles in UK policing 
populations, reinforcing the argument that recovery time and accessible support are 
essential (Police Care UK, 2023).   

 

However, the chapter also shows that shift work rarely acts alone. Organisational 
demand, staffing, cultural expectations, and barriers to disclosure shape outcomes and 
influence whether available services are used effectively. Current national wellbeing 
provision (including NPWS/Oscar Kilo resources, TRiM-informed approaches, and 
Operation Hampshire) offers clear mechanisms intended to support officers, but the 
evidence suggests that effectiveness depends on implementation, culture, and 
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practical compatibility with shift patterns (College of Policing, 2024; Mind, 2021; 
HMICFRS, 2021).   

This synthesis provides a stronger platform for the methodology and analysis chapters 
by clarifying the mechanisms (sleep disruption, fatigue, reduced recovery, stigma) 
through which shift work is argued to affect policing outcomes, and by identifying why 
organisational-level interventions and service access are central to operational 
effectiveness. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted for this dissertation and 
explains how the research was designed to address the stated aim and objectives. The 
chapter begins by discussing ethical considerations relevant to research exploring 
mental health within policing. It then outlines the research design and provides a 
rationale for the use of secondary research, before explaining how relevant literature 
was identified, selected, and analysed. 

Given the sensitive nature of police officer mental health and the cultural and 
organisational barriers to disclosure identified in the literature, careful consideration 
has been given to the suitability and reliability of different research approaches. The 
methodological decisions taken in this study are therefore intended to ensure ethical 
integrity, academic rigour, and clear alignment with the research objectives. 

3.2 Research Design and Approach 

This dissertation adopts a secondary research design, drawing upon existing UK-based 
academic literature, national surveys, inspection reports, and professional guidance. 
Secondary research involves the analysis and synthesis of data that has already been 
collected by other researchers or organisations and is particularly appropriate when 
examining complex and sensitive topics (Johnston, 2017). 

The use of secondary research enables this study to explore patterns and themes 
across a broad evidence base, rather than relying on a limited sample of participants. 
This approach is well suited to research exploring policing and mental health, where 
access to participants and the reliability of self-reported data may present challenges. 
By analysing existing large-scale studies and workforce data, the research is able to 
draw upon findings that are more representative of the police workforce. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical practice is a fundamental component of research, particularly when examining 
issues relating to mental health and occupational wellbeing. Ethics refers to the moral 
principles that guide the conduct of research and the treatment of those affected by it 
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(British Psychological Society, 2021). Although this dissertation does not involve direct 
participation from police officers, ethical considerations remain central due to the 
sensitive nature of the topic. 

One key ethical consideration is the avoidance of harm. Research into police officer 
mental health must be conducted in a way that does not reinforce stigma or place 
responsibility solely on individuals. By relying on secondary data collected through 
peer-reviewed studies and independent organisations, this research avoids placing 
pressure on officers to disclose personal experiences that they may find distressing or 
uncomfortable. 

Confidentiality and anonymity are also important ethical considerations. Secondary 
research allows the use of anonymised and aggregated data, which reduces the risk of 
identifying individual officers or specific police forces. 

This approach aligns with ethical guidance set out by the British Psychological Society 
(2021), which emphasises the importance of protecting individuals from potential 
harm, even where data has been collected indirectly. 

 

3.4 Rationale for Secondary Research 

The decision to adopt a secondary research approach was informed by evidence 
identified within the literature review, which highlights significant barriers to disclosure 
of mental health difficulties within policing. Research by Edwards and Kotera (2021) 
indicates that police officers may be reluctant to seek support or openly discuss mental 
health concerns due to fears around stigma, career progression, and perceptions of 
fitness for duty. 

 

Marshall et al. (2021) further found that police officers were significantly more likely to 
under-report mental health symptoms when screening was linked to their employer, 
compared to anonymous or independent assessments. This raises concerns regarding 
the reliability of primary data collected through questionnaires or interviews conducted 
within organisational settings. In this context, secondary research allows access to data 
that has been collected using methods designed to reduce these barriers, such as 
anonymous national surveys and independent research studies. 

Secondary research also enables comparison across multiple sources, supporting 
triangulation and strengthening the credibility of findings (Denzin, 2017). Given the 
complexity of shift work and its interaction with organisational culture, operational 
demand, and wellbeing, this approach allows for a more comprehensive and balanced 
analysis than would be achievable through a single primary research method. 
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3.5 Data Sources and Selection Criteria 

The literature included in this dissertation was identified through a structured search of 
academic databases, including Google Scholar and university library resources, 
alongside professional publications and inspection reports. To ensure relevance and 
currency, priority was given to UK-based sources published from 2017 onwards. 

Sources were selected based on their relevance to one or more of the research 
objectives, with particular emphasis on literature addressing: 

• shift work and fatigue within policing 

• police officer mental health and wellbeing 

• productivity and decision-making in safety-critical roles 

• organisational culture and support mechanisms 

 

Academic studies and literature were included within this study to provide a balanced 
perspective. Professional reports produced by organisations such as the College of 
Policing, HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, and the Police 
Federation of England and Wales were considered particularly valuable due to their 
influence on policy and practice within UK policing. Additionally, a summary of key 
secondary data used within this study is provided in Appendix A. 

3.6 Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using a thematic analysis approach. Braun and Clarke 
(2006) describe thematic analysis as a flexible method that allows researchers to 
identify, analyse, and interpret patterns across qualitative data. This approach was 
appropriate for synthesising findings across diverse sources, including academic 
research, workforce surveys, and inspection reports. 

Themes were developed in direct alignment with the research objectives, focusing on 
mental health outcomes, fatigue and productivity, and operational effectiveness. By 
comparing findings across multiple sources, areas of agreement and disagreement 
were identified, allowing for critical evaluation rather than descriptive reporting. 

3.7 Methodological Limitations 

While secondary research offers several advantages, it is important to acknowledge its 
limitations. One limitation is reliance on the quality and scope of existing research. 
Variations in how mental health and shift work are defined and measured across 
studies may limit direct comparison. 



20 
 

In addition, secondary data may not capture recent changes in local policy or practice 
within individual police forces. However, by drawing upon a wide range of up-to-date 
sources and triangulating findings across multiple studies, this research seeks to 
mitigate these limitations and provide a balanced and credible assessment of the topic. 

3.8 Chapter Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the methodological approach adopted for this dissertation 
and provided a clear rationale for the use of secondary research. Ethical 
considerations, data selection, and analytical methods have been discussed to 
demonstrate the suitability and rigour of the research design. 

By aligning the methodology with the issues identified in the literature review, this 
chapter establishes a strong foundation for the analysis presented in Chapter Four. The 
following chapter will examine and discuss the findings derived from the reviewed 
literature in relation to the research objectives. 

Chapter 4: Analysis and Discussion of Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents an analysis and discussion of findings derived from the 
secondary research reviewed in Chapter Two. In line with the secondary research 
methodology outlined in Chapter Three, the findings discussed are drawn from UK-
based academic studies, national workforce surveys, inspection reports, and 
professional guidance. Rather than presenting original empirical data, this chapter 
synthesises and interprets existing evidence to address the research objectives. 

 

In doing so, the chapter examines how findings across the literature collectively 
demonstrate the impact of shift work on police officers’ mental health, productivity, and 
operational effectiveness. The analysis is structured around the three research 
objectives to ensure clarity, coherence, and consistency throughout. 

 

 

4.2 Impact of Shift Work on Police Officers’ Mental Health 

In relation to the first research objective, the findings consistently indicate that shift 
work is associated with adverse mental health outcomes among police officers. 
National workforce surveys show that high proportions of officer’s report experiencing 
stress, anxiety, and low mood, with many identifying work-related factors as 
contributing causes (Police Federation of England and Wales, 2024). This suggests that 
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mental health difficulties are not isolated experiences but represent a widespread 
occupational concern within policing. 

A key finding across the literature is the role of disrupted sleep and insufficient recovery 
time. Irregular and rotating shift patterns are shown to interfere with circadian rhythms, 
leading to cumulative fatigue and reduced emotional resilience. Evidence from the 
National Police Wellbeing Service (2023) highlights poor sleep quality as a common 
issue among officers working variable shifts. The analysis suggests that prolonged 
exposure to such working patterns may increase vulnerability to stress-related mental 
health difficulties over time. 

However, the findings also indicate that shift work alone does not fully explain mental 
health outcomes. Inspection evidence highlights that high operational demand, staffing 
shortages, and repeated exposure to traumatic incidents play a significant role in 
shaping officer wellbeing (HMICFRS, 2021). From this perspective, shift work appears to 
act as an intensifying factor rather than a singular cause, compounding existing 
organisational pressures. 

Trauma-related findings further support this interpretation. Research indicates that a 
notable proportion of police officers screen positive for symptoms consistent with PTSD 
or complex PTSD, often without formal diagnosis (Police Care UK, 2023). Limited 
recovery time associated with shift work may reduce opportunities for emotional 
processing following exposure to distressing incidents, increasing the risk of cumulative 
psychological harm. These findings suggest important implications for long-term 
wellbeing and workforce sustainability. 

4.3 Shift Work, Fatigue, and Productivity 

In addressing the second research objective, the findings reveal a clear relationship 
between shift work, fatigue, and productivity in policing. Productivity in this context 
extends beyond numerical outputs and includes cognitive functioning, decision-making 
quality, situational awareness, and emotional regulation. Evidence indicates that 
fatigue impairs concentration, reaction times, and judgement, all of which are critical to 
effective policing (Health and Safety Executive, 2023). 

Professional guidance suggests that extended and rotating shift patterns can reduce 
officers’ ability to maintain consistent performance, particularly where rest periods are 
insufficient (College of Policing, 2020). National wellbeing data further indicate that high 
levels of fatigue are common within the police workforce (National Police Wellbeing 
Service, 2023). These findings suggest that fatigue is not an occasional issue but a 
routine feature of police work under shift-based systems. 

Some studies suggest that officers may adapt to shift work and continue to meet 
operational demands despite fatigue. However, the findings highlight a key tension 
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within this argument. Evidence indicates that individuals may underestimate the 
cognitive effects of fatigue, even when they believe they are functioning effectively 
(Health and Safety Executive, 2023). This raises concerns that perceived productivity 
may mask underlying impairment, particularly in high-risk decision-making contexts. 

The implications for operational effectiveness are significant. Decision fatigue may 
reduce consistency in judgement over time, increasing the likelihood of error. While 
officers may continue to function operationally, the sustainability of maintaining 
productivity under conditions of chronic fatigue is questionable. These findings suggest 
that unmanaged fatigue may pose risks not only to individual officers but also to public 
safety and service quality. 

4.4 Organisational Culture, Support, and Operational Effectiveness 

In relation to the third research objective, the findings highlight a strong link between 
workforce wellbeing, organisational culture, and operational effectiveness. Inspection 
evidence suggests that fatigue, sustained demand, and limited capacity can undermine 
organisational resilience and service delivery (HMICFRS, 2021). Shift work contributes 
to this by shaping staffing availability, supervision, and resource deployment. 

Support mechanisms such as Trauma Risk Management (TRiM), occupational health 
services, and national wellbeing initiatives are intended to mitigate occupational stress. 
However, workforce surveys indicate that a significant proportion of officers do not feel 
comfortable discussing mental health concerns with line managers (Police Federation 
of England and Wales, 2023). This suggests that organisational culture may act as a 
barrier to effective support, limiting early intervention. 

Cultural expectations within policing further influence these outcomes. Stress and 
fatigue are often normalised as part of the role, which may discourage officers from 
seeking support. The findings suggest that when such norms are combined with 
demanding shift patterns, the negative effects on wellbeing and performance may be 
amplified. This has clear implications for operational effectiveness, as unaddressed 
fatigue and psychological strain may reduce resilience at both individual and 
organisational levels. 

From an organisational perspective, the findings challenge approaches that focus solely 
on individual resilience. Evidence suggests that effective management of shift work 
requires systemic interventions, including appropriate shift design, adequate staffing 
levels, supportive leadership, and accessible wellbeing services. Where these factors 
are addressed proactively, the adverse effects of shift work may be mitigated, 
supporting both officer wellbeing and organisational performance. 

4.5 Synthesis of Findings 
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Taken together, the findings demonstrate that shift work has a significant and 
multifaceted impact on police officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational 
effectiveness. While shift work is an operational necessity within policing, the analysis 
highlights that its effects are shaped by organisational context, exposure to trauma, and 
cultural norms. 

The synthesis of findings suggests that unmanaged shift work may undermine long-term 
workforce sustainability and service quality. Conversely, organisational approaches that 
recognise fatigue as a safety and wellbeing issue may enhance resilience and 
effectiveness across policing operations. 

4.6 Chapter Conclusion 

This chapter has presented a refined analysis and discussion of findings derived from 
secondary research in relation to the research objectives. The findings demonstrate that 
shift work is associated with increased fatigue and psychological strain among police 
officers, with important implications for productivity and operational effectiveness. 
However, the analysis also highlights that these outcomes are influenced by 
organisational pressures, cultural expectations, and the consistency of support 
provision. 

By strengthening signposting and explicitly linking findings to operational implications, 
this chapter provides a clear bridge between the literature review and the conclusions 
presented in Chapter Five. The following chapter will draw together these findings to 
present conclusions and recommendations aimed at improving the management of 
shift work and supporting police officer wellbeing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter concludes the dissertation by drawing together the findings derived from 
the secondary research analysed in previous chapters. It revisits the research 
objectives outlined in Chapter One and evaluates the extent to which they have been 
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addressed through the review and analysis of existing literature. In doing so, this chapter 
considers whether the findings corroborate or challenge existing research relating to 
shift work, mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness within policing. 

In addition to summarising key findings, this chapter reflects on their broader 
implications for policing practice and organisational wellbeing. The chapter concludes 
by offering recommendations aimed at improving the management of shift work and 
supporting police officer mental health, alongside suggestions for future research in 
this area. 

The objectives of this research were: 

1. To explore the impact of shift work on the mental health of police officers. 

2. To examine the relationship between shift work, productivity, and operational 
effectiveness in policing. 

3. To consider the role of organisational culture and support in shaping police 
officer wellbeing. 

5.2 Summary of Key Findings 

The overarching aim of this research was to gain a clearer understanding of how shift 
work affects police officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational effectiveness. 
By adopting a secondary research approach, this dissertation synthesised findings from 
academic studies, national workforce surveys, inspection reports, and professional 
guidance to identify patterns and themes across the existing evidence base. 

The findings demonstrate that shift work is consistently associated with disrupted 
sleep, fatigue, and psychological strain among police officers. While shift work is an 
operational necessity within policing, the literature indicates that irregular and rotating 
shift patterns contribute to cumulative fatigue and reduced emotional resilience. These 
outcomes are particularly significant given the safety-critical nature of policing and the 
requirement for sustained cognitive performance. 

The analysis also highlights that the impact of shift work cannot be understood in 
isolation. Organisational demand, staffing levels, exposure to traumatic incidents, and 
workplace culture all interact with working patterns to shape outcomes. In many cases, 
shift work appears to intensify existing pressures rather than act as a singular cause of 
mental ill-health or reduced performance. 

Importantly, the findings suggest that while officers often continue to meet operational 
demands despite fatigue, this may mask underlying impairment. The sustainability of 
maintaining productivity under such conditions is questionable, with implications for 
both officer wellbeing and service delivery. Overall, the findings support existing 



25 
 

concerns regarding workforce wellbeing in policing and highlight the need for 
organisational approaches to managing shift work more effectively. 

5.3 Discussion of Research Objectives 

5.3.1 Impact of Shift Work on Police Officers’ Mental Health 

The first research objective sought to explore the impact of shift work on the mental 
health of police officers. The findings strongly suggest that shift work is associated with 
adverse mental health outcomes, including stress, anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and 
symptoms consistent with trauma-related conditions. 

Disrupted sleep emerged as a central mechanism through which shift work affects 
mental health. Irregular working hours and rotating shifts interfere with circadian 
rhythms, reducing opportunities for restorative sleep and recovery. Over time, this may 
increase vulnerability to psychological distress, particularly when combined with the 
emotional demands of policing. 

However, the findings also indicate that shift work alone does not fully explain mental 
health difficulties within policing. High workloads, staffing shortages, and repeated 
exposure to traumatic incidents play a significant role in shaping officer wellbeing. Shift 
work appears to compound these pressures by limiting recovery time and increasing 
fatigue, rather than acting as an isolated stressor. 

Cultural expectations within policing further influence mental health outcomes. The 
literature suggests that norms around resilience and emotional control may discourage 
officers from acknowledging difficulties or seeking support. When combined with 
fatigue and irregular working patterns, these cultural factors may contribute to delayed 
help-seeking and cumulative psychological strain. 

Overall, the findings indicate that shift work has a meaningful impact on police officers’ 
mental health, but its effects are best understood within a broader organisational and 
cultural context. 

5.3.2 Shift Work, Productivity, and Operational Effectiveness 

The second research objective examined the relationship between shift work, 
productivity, and operational effectiveness. The findings indicate a clear association 
between fatigue resulting from shift work and reduced cognitive functioning, including 
impaired concentration, slower reaction times, and diminished decision-making 
quality. 

Productivity in policing extends beyond numerical outputs and includes the ability to 
make sound judgements in complex and high-risk situations. The literature suggests 
that while officers may continue to perform operational duties under conditions of 
fatigue, this may conceal underlying impairment. The concept of decision fatigue is 
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particularly relevant, as prolonged exposure to demanding shift patterns may reduce 
consistency in judgement over time. 

These findings have important implications for operational effectiveness. Fatigue-
related impairment may increase the risk of error, compromise officer safety, and affect 
the quality-of-service delivery. While such outcomes may not be immediately visible, 
their cumulative impact may undermine organisational resilience and public 
confidence. 

The findings also raise questions regarding sustainability. Maintaining productivity 
through adaptation to fatigue may be possible in the short term, but the long-term 
effects on wellbeing and performance are likely to be detrimental. This highlights the 
need for policing organisations to recognise fatigue as both a wellbeing and operational 
risk, rather than an unavoidable feature of the role. 

5.3.3 Organisational Culture, Support, and Wellbeing 

The third research objective considered the role of organisational culture and support in 
shaping police officer wellbeing. The findings suggest that while a range of support 
mechanisms exist, including wellbeing initiatives and trauma-focused services, their 
effectiveness is influenced by organisational culture and leadership practices. 

Evidence indicates that many officers remain reluctant to discuss mental health 
concerns within the workplace. Concerns about stigma, career progression, and 
perceptions of fitness for duty appear to act as significant barriers to disclosure. This 
suggests that the presence of support services alone is insufficient if organisational 
culture discourages their use. 

The findings also highlight the normalisation of stress and fatigue within policing. While 
resilience is an important attribute, the expectation that officers should routinely cope 
with high levels of fatigue may undermine wellbeing and contribute to burnout. From an 
organisational perspective, this raises concerns about long-term workforce 
sustainability and retention. 

Overall, the findings suggest that organisational responsibility is central to managing the 
impact of shift work. Supportive leadership, clear communication, and proactive 
wellbeing strategies may help mitigate the negative effects of shift work and foster a 
culture in which wellbeing is prioritised alongside operational performance. 

5.4 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this research, the following recommendations are proposed for 
the purpose of future research and development: 

1. A more consistent organisational approach to managing shift work and fatigue 
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Policing organisations should recognise fatigue as both a wellbeing and operational risk. 
This includes reviewing shift patterns, ensuring adequate rest periods, and monitoring 
cumulative fatigue. A consistent approach across roles and units may help reduce 
disparities in wellbeing outcomes. 

2. Greater emphasis on proactive wellbeing support 

Wellbeing initiatives should focus not only on reactive support following incidents but 
also on preventative measures. Regular wellbeing check-ins, education around sleep 
and fatigue, and clear pathways to support may help identify issues earlier. 

3. Addressing cultural barriers to disclosure 

Efforts should be made to challenge stigma surrounding mental health within policing. 
Leadership plays a key role in shaping culture, and visible support from senior officers 
may encourage help-seeking and reduce fears around disclosure. 

4. Further research focusing on shift patterns and long-term outcomes 

Future research could examine the long-term impact of different shift patterns on 
wellbeing and performance, using longitudinal data to assess cumulative effects. Such 
research may help inform evidence-based approaches to shift design within policing. 

5.5 Final Reflections 

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that shift work has a significant and 
complex impact on police officers’ mental health, productivity, and operational 
effectiveness. While shift-based working is an operational necessity within policing, the 
findings highlight that its effects extend beyond fatigue, influencing psychological 
wellbeing, decision-making, and organisational resilience. 

The research supports existing concerns regarding police officer wellbeing and 
emphasises the importance of organisational responsibility in managing the demands 
of shift work. By adopting a holistic approach that considers working patterns, culture, 
and support structures, policing organisations may better protect their workforce and 
sustain effective service delivery. 

Ultimately, this research contributes to ongoing discussions around wellbeing in 
policing and highlights the need for continued attention to the management of shift 
work as a critical aspect of organisational health and operational effectiveness. 
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Appendix 

 

This appendix provides an overview of the principal secondary data sources utilised 
within this dissertation. As the research adopts a secondary research methodology, the 
sources outlined below form the primary evidence base through which the research 
objectives were addressed. All sources were selected due to their relevance to UK 
policing, officer wellbeing, shift work, fatigue, and operational effectiveness. 

 

The inclusion of this appendix enhances transparency regarding the nature of the 
evidence base underpinning the analysis presented within Chapters Two, Four, and Five. 

 

1. Pay and Morale Survey: Key Findings (2024) - Produced by the Police Federation of 
England and Wales, this national workforce survey provides detailed data on police 
officer stress levels, mental health, morale, workload pressures, and job satisfaction. 
The survey findings are used throughout the dissertation to contextualise the 
prevalence of mental health difficulties and workforce strain within UK policing. 

 

2. Mental Health and Wellbeing Survey (2023) - Published by the Police Federation of 
England and Wales, this workforce survey explores police officers’ perceptions of 
wellbeing support, attitudes towards mental health disclosure, and organisational 
culture. The findings inform discussion surrounding stigma, help-seeking behaviours, 
and confidence in support mechanisms. 

 

3. Officer Wellbeing and Fatigue Survey (2023) - Conducted by the National Police 
Wellbeing Service, this national survey provides evidence relating to fatigue levels, 
sleep quality, and the impact of shift work on officer wellbeing. The data are used to 
support analysis of fatigue as both a wellbeing and operational risk. 

 

4. Policing and Wellbeing: A Duty of Care (2021) - Published by HM Inspectorate of 
Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, this inspection report examines the 
relationship between workforce wellbeing, fatigue, demand, and operational 
effectiveness. The report provides an organisational perspective on wellbeing and 
informs discussion around leadership responsibility and systemic risk. 
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5. Fatigue, Shift Work and Officer Wellbeing (2020) - Produced by the College of 
Policing, this professional guidance document outlines the risks associated with fatigue 
and irregular working patterns in policing. It provides evidence-based 
recommendations regarding shift design, rest periods, and organisational management 
of fatigue. 

 

6. The Job, The Life (2023) - Published by Police Care UK, this national research report 
explores trauma exposure, post-traumatic stress symptoms, and wellbeing among 
police officers and staff. The findings are used to support discussion relating to trauma, 
cumulative stress, and recovery time within shift-based policing. 

 

7. Mental Health and Wellbeing in Policing (2018) - Produced by Police Care UK, this 
report provides an overview of the prevalence of mental health difficulties within 
policing and explores access to support services. It contributes to the discussion on 
workforce wellbeing and organisational response. 

 

8. Suicides in the UK: 2001–2020 (2022) - Published by the Office for National 
Statistics, this dataset provides national suicide registration data used to contextualise 
mental health risk within protective service occupations, including policing. The 
statistics are used cautiously to highlight broader mental health concerns rather than 
establish causation. 

 

9. Trauma Risk Management (TRiM) Guidance (2021) - Produced by Mind, this 
guidance document explains the principles and application of Trauma Risk 
Management within emergency services. It informs discussion of trauma-focused 
support mechanisms available to police officers. 

 

10. Fatigue and Shift Work: Managing the Risks (2023) - Published by the Health and 
Safety Executive, this government guidance outlines the cognitive and safety risks 
associated with fatigue in safety-critical occupations. The document supports analysis 
of productivity, decision-making, and operational risk. 

 

11. Mental Health Stigma and Help-Seeking in the Police (2021) - Authored by 
Edwards and Kotera, this peer-reviewed journal article examines stigma, cultural 
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expectations, and barriers to mental health help-seeking among police officers. The 
findings inform discussion relating to disclosure and organisational culture. 

 

12. Mental Health Screening Amongst Police Officers (2021) - Published by Marshall 
et al., this peer-reviewed study explores how confidentiality and organisational context 
influence the reporting of mental health symptoms. The findings support the 
methodological rationale for using secondary research. 
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