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Literature Review 
Introduction
Mental health of police officers is critical yet an overlooked factor and is often neglected by the force. Incidents and traumatic events puts officers under a lot of strain, tension and pressure and can often lead to sickness or wrong decisions when attending incidents. These factors can affect their daily duties and put further pressure on their mental health. This literature review looks at how mental health impacts front line officers in doing their daily tasks and their reaction to incidents.  Research will also be completed around the difficulties officers encounter when trying to get help and whether the systems in place are providing the correct support for their mental health needs. By reviewing already existing data and research, this literature review will focus on important findings, if there are any gaps in the current knowledge and suggest areas for improvement for future research.
 
The Psychological Demands of Policing
The role of front-line police officers is stressful, as they are routinely exposed to traumatic incidents and life-threatening situations which often requires vital decision making, situations as such can lead to psychological distress. There is a lot of research available that looks into mental wellbeing of police officers from all over the world. This research is important to find out how colleagues can be connected by their ways of coping with difficult psychological incidents and also create a better understanding of the role. For example, research from New York City police which explains that police officers in the New York City Police Department, throughout an average length career, are exposed to an estimated 900 traumatic experiences (Rudofossi, 2009). Although, it is fair to say on the other hand that regulations and laws in America are different than the UK. Especially when comparing the availability of weapons such as firearms and the high level of murder. Further suggests that exposure to such incidents can lead to officers experiencing serious mental health issues such as anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (Hartley, T. A et al, 2019). According to research conducted by the University of Cambridge, rates of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), in UK police forces are five times higher within the UK population, when compared to that of the average person who does not bear police responsibility. The research shows that a staggering one in five police officers experience symptoms consistent with PTSD (REFERENCE UNI). The Police Federation (PolFed) explains that in the UK, police officers average between 600-800 experiences of trauma in their careers. When the general public would only average 4-6 experiences of trauma in their entire lifetime (PolFed, 2022). 
As well as being exposed to traumatic incidents, police officers face a number of other daily stressors including long hour shift work, public scrutiny and pressure from the organisation. One specific pressure from the organisation which police officers are facing is an increase in lone working. Findings from a survey conducted by the Police Federation (2019) indicate that over 76% of front-line officers or often or always single crewed. Results from the survey also show that 79% of police officers said they have experienced feelings of stress or anxiety within the last 12 months.
It is important to also understand that traumatic experiences are personal. What may be traumatic for some officers, may not be as traumatic to other police officers. This can be as a result of experience in the job and personal struggle with sensitivity such as being empathetic. It is well known that police officers, in general, are considered to have a higher level of mental resilience than the general public (Galatzer-Levy et al, 2013), but this can also be used to compare the resilience between officers. For example, officers from some areas may see traumatic events more often than those who are based in other areas due to the type of crime that each area has. There has been research that shows, for example, that rural areas have up to 70% more fatal road traffic collisions that city roads (Kidby, 2022). This means that officers in cities are exposed to less fatal car crashes compared to officers in the countryside. Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that rural officers, having been exposed to more of this trauma, can be deemed more resilient to these incidents.
Not only is there incident trauma to deal with, but police officers are also exposed to deep amounts of pressure for the decisions they make. Every decision that is made there is an expectation for a detailed explanation to support the decision that was made. There is a  constant risk that some decision may result in scrutiny, disciplinary action or even losing the job. This level of pressure is a daily battle for a police officer. There are systems in place that are designed to help decision making, such as the National Decision-Making model, NDM (College of Policing, 2024) that allows for an approach to decision making that is methodical. 

Barriers to Seeking Help
Many police officers face barriers when it comes to seeking help or support. Stigma is a well-documented barrier to seeking treatment or support for mental health (Watson & Andrews 2018), as often officers may fear that disclosing mental health issues within the workplace could lead to negative repercussions such as a lack of confidentiality, job loss or perceived weakness.
Cultural norms are considered as a barrier when it comes to officers asking for support. The role of a police officer’s often emphasises on toughness, resilience and being emotionally strong. Often, officers are conditioned to supress their emotions and deal with their stress alone. According to (TenEyck, 2023), certain personality traits are assumed to merge forming a distinct “Police Personality.” This consists of a number of different personality characteristics including bravery, courage and self-assertiveness. Having personality traits as such, could contribute to officers fearing that they will tarnish their reputation, therefore decide to stay silent about their mental health struggles.
Furthermore, there is a distinct difference between the likelihood of seeking help when looking male and female officers. There is a social stigma that men do not require a certain amount of support or that men are more likely to just get on with things, which causes a delay in them seeking help for their mental wellbeing when compared to women (Galdas et al, 2005). This study reviewed the literature available at the time and was unable to conclude the actual reasoning behind the delay. It has called for further researched to be conducted to find out why. That being said, this does not take away the fact that there is indeed a continued issue for men seeking help for their mental health. A more recent study continued the approach to identify the difference between male and females seeking help for mental health and discovered that women have a higher tendency to seek help compared to men, and suggested that personal stigma and a higher level of emotional awareness were the root cause of this (Judd, Komiti and Jackson, 2008).
According to the College of Policing (2024), police forces are advised to provide signposts to support for police officers via occupational health, staff associations and outside organisations, meaning officers are able to reach out for mental or emotional support easily and anonymously if they wish to do so. Though, even when police officers are willing to seek support, there is often a lack of awareness regarding the resources which are available to them. Many police forces provide limited information about mental health resources leading to officers not knowing how to access them (Bennett & Williams, 2018).
 
The Impact of Mental Health on Police Officer’s Performance 
Research suggests that police officers performance and ability to make decisions can be significantly affected by mental health issues such as depression, anxiety and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). A study by Violanti et al (2017) discovered that officers that have experienced high levels of stress and challenges with their mental health are more inclined to errors in their judgement which can lead to dangerous incidents whilst on duty. The high demand of police work, along with exposure to traumatic incidents has shown to increase these mental health concerns within front line policing. In addition, the stigma surrounding mental health in policing often deters front line police officers from acknowledging their everyday struggles with their mental health. This begins a cycle of untreated mental health concerns that effects their ability to perform their daily duties efficiently (REFERENCE).
After numerous traumatic incidents, and repeated contact, this can lead to prolonged mental health issues. This could not only affect the performance if the individual officer but also the team that they work on and the relationship within the community they work in.
The influence of poor mental health on police performance extends beyond the individual officer to the police force as a whole (REFERENCE). Research conducted by _____ indicates that poor mental health can lead to an increase in non-attendance of officers of shift and lower job satisfaction. This in turn, affects the efficiency of policing. Additionally, when officers are struggling to cope with their mental health issues, they are more likely to develop negative coping processes such as substance abuse, self-harm and a possibility of suicide. (REFERENCE)
Mental health challenges can have a negative impact on the relationship that police officers have with their colleagues. Research indicates that officers struggling with their mental health often have strained relationships with other officers and have decreased teamworking skills. According to a study led by the University of Cambridge (2022), high levels of trauma related mental health conditions in police forces around the UK are partly the result of bad working conditions. Including, having too little time, sexual harassment in the workplace, and dealing with tricky situations without support. Findings from the study also suggest that officers who said they could not rely on their colleagues for support were most likely to suffer with complex PTSD.

Support Systems and their Effectiveness
Due to the rise of mental health conditions in police officers, police forces have had to establish various support systems in order to address the needs of police officers.
Many police forces around the United Kingdom provide access to Employee Assistance Programmes which can provide mental health support, financial advice as well as confidential counselling. For an example, Gwent Police (2025) state that their Employee Assistance Programme is provided by CareFirst, which is a free service available 24 hours a day, every day throughout the year.
Gwent police also offer an occupational health and welfare unit to provide extra help and maintain officers physical and psychological health. 
As a result of being a police officer, further benefits include the subscription to Blue Light Card. Blue Light Card owners have teamed up with the service, Calm. Calm is an online mental health app and provided to officers for free for a period of 6 months to a year. The app contains mental health support for around the clock support. Research shows the effectiveness of Calm has proven to be a valuable tool in improving the mental wellbeing of its users which is evidenced by having over 5 million people subscribed to the app in 2022 (Business of Apps, 2024). Calm is a clearly popular app. That being said, after the free subscription trial is over for police officers, there is a monthly fee. It is a well-known bereavement that police officers have issue with the amount of annual pay. Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that once the subscription to Calm becomes a payable fee, less officers are likely to continue their subscription. As a result, this support is almost nullified, after the initial free period, to officers given the barrier of cost. Further to this, the app reported having lost around 500,000 subscribers the following year in 2023 (Business of Apps, 2024). Though, there is no way to see how many of these are police officers.

Gaps in Support and Recommendations
Support for mental wellbeing relies on honesty. 


Conclusion
The mental health of front-line police officers is a critical aspect as poor mental health can significantly impact an officers ability to perform their duty and respond to police incidents. The difficulties of the role of an officer and their exposure to distressing incidents can lead to serious stressors to the mental health of officers. The barriers to reaching out for help such as stigma, fear of any repercussions by officers higher up and unaware of any support systems that may be in place can stop officers from opening up to support. Some forces have made progress with implementing support systems and projects to help officers with their mental health, however, there are gaps in resources from mental health within policing and further research must ben done to better officers and their daily struggles.  
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