Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? What can be the consequences if not managed appropriately
The stressful nature of policing and the negative impact that the responsibilities of the job can have upon an individual’s psychological and mental wellbeing is now widely accepted (Jackman et al. 2020). A survey conducted by the Police Federation (2016) found that of the 17,000 officers who took part,  39% were seeking help for mental health issues. However, these figures have since become even more alarming. A later study carried out by the Police Federation (2019) found that around 79% of the officers who took part had experienced feelings of significant anxiety and stress within the last 12 months, 94% of which stated that these emotions were directly related to their profession (Houdmont & Elliott-Davies, 2016). According to Demou et al. (2020), mental health problems faced by police officers include but are not limited to depression, stress, burnout, somatisation, anxiety, and family problems. The constant threat of terrorism, increased risk of violence, public scrutiny, high workload  and a lack of understanding from others about the pressures of the job have been identified as contributing factors (Webster, 2013; Purba & Demou, 2019). However, the poor mental health of police officers is most commonly linked to the high-risk nature of the job and regular exposure to critical and traumatic incidents (Craddock & Telesco, 2021). The Police Federation of England and Wales (2019) now view mental and psychological wellbeing as a ’pressing public health issue’ that must be managed. Therefore, this essay will outline the moral and economic importance of doing so effectively.
Research carried out by Police Now in (2020) found mental and psychological wellbeing to be the most significant predictor of high levels of job satisfaction. Such satisfaction with their decision to enter into the profession of policing was then found to be directly associated with the likelihood of an individual remaining with the profession long-term. Therefore, if mental wellbeing is not managed in a proactive way, there are likely to be significant consequences in terms of the turnaround of staff (Police Now, 2020). A review carried out by Stevenson and Farmer supports this argument, claiming that unmanaged challenges linked to mental wellbeing causes approximately 300,000 people to lose their job each year and therefore tells us of the importance of developing an organisational culture that destigmatises the discussion of health and wellbeing (Police Now, 2020). Similarly, unmanaged stress and challenges related to mental wellbeing is now widely accepted to be a significant cause of burnout and  increased absenteeism which rose by a staggering 98% between the years of 2010 and 2017 (Purba & Demou, 2019, Phythian et al. 2023). According to the Police Federation (2019), more than a quarter of officers who have taken sick leave expressed that it was linked to stress, depression, or anxiety, while 65% said they still went to work even though they felt they shouldn’t have because of the state of their mental wellbeing. These statistics are highly concerning given police officers’ duty of care and responsibility to the public as well as the challenging situations that they may find themselves in on a daily basis. For example, Widera et al. (2010) discuss the idea of ‘presenteeism’, describing it as a state where an employee attends work whilst suffering from poor mental health, preventing the individual from effectively carrying out their duties. ‘Presenteeism’ can significantly impact an individual’s psychological functioning and productivity whilst also increasing the likelihood of costly mistakes being made  at the expense of the people that the police are there to protect (Widera et al. 2010). Purba and Demou (2019) also state that ‘fitness for work’ is one of the ten key standards of professional behaviour and policing. Therefore, this tells us the importance of managing mental health in order to maintain organisational effectiveness.
Between 2022 and 2023, stress, depression, or anxiety caused an estimated loss of 17.1 million working days in the UK, with the average person having 19.6 days off due to these mental health conditions (HSE, 2023). The Police are not exempt of this cost. For example, within Lincolnshire Police, between the years 2016 and 2017 , a total of 10,324 duty days were lost as a result of sickness leave at an estimated cost of £1.7 million (Phythian et al. 2023). These figures therefore tell us that it is crucial for the police take a proactive approach to maintaining the wellbeing of its employees for financial reasons. However, many would argue that it even more important from a moral perspective. This is the view of Jackman et al. (2020) who argue that unmanaged mental health linked to the stressful nature of the job can have significant personal costs including family and relationship problems, deterioration of their physical health and the development of ‘avoidant’ coping strategies such as alcohol or substance misuse. For example, research carried out by Tate (2022) found that police officers were twice as likely to develop alcohol or substance abuse when compared to the general population due to the nature of the role. However, even more concerningly, a survey carried out by Mind (2016) revealed that 5% of emergency services staff and volunteers interviewed had made an attempt to end their lives. Therefore, in the most severe cases, unmanaged mental health challenges can lead to self-harm, suicide and suicidal ideation, telling us just how important it is from a public health perspective for mental wellbeing to be effectively managed.
Syed et al. (2020) have found that far more research is needed into the individual and organisational stressors that can trigger a decline in a police officer’s mental health. However, on a positive note, there is now far more help and support available to those working in policing through the creation of initiatives such as Oscar Kilo, The Blue Ligh Wellbeing Framework and counselling services such as TRIM (CoP, 2021). Police forces across England and Wales are also working more closely with mental health charities such as Mind to provide support to those who need it (Mind, 2021). However, although there is now more opportunities for police officers to seek support, it remains a problem that many will refrain from engaging with the support available for a number of reasons, such as the ongoing stigma attached to poor mental health and police officer’s fear that seeking support may result in them being declared unfit for work (Craddock & Telesco, 2021). Therefore, continued efforts are needed to remove these barriers so that more police officers access support at the earliest opportunity and maintain healthy well-being that support greater job satisfaction and the fulfilment of their responsibilities. 
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