What is mental health, and what are the contributing factors to developing mental illnesses?
Mental health is an umbrella term which encompasses multiple conditions which effect a person’s mental wellbeing (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2022). Mental illnesses can have an adverse effect on the thought process, feeling and even daily functioning of a person (Brister, 2018). 
The mental health pandemic is “currently one of the biggest challenges facing every country”, with more than 1 in 4 people suffering from at least one form of mental health in their lifetime (World Health Organisation, 2005, p.1). As well as affecting 25% of people, adverse mental health contributes towards approximately 14% of worldwide diseases (Prince et al, 2007) and 45% of disabilities (Vladu et al, 2016). With there being over 200 different types of recognised mental health disorders (Mental Health America, 2022), it’s hardly surprising that so many people suffer with their mental health at some point in their life. Of the extensive list of mental illnesses, the most common include:
· Anxiety
· Depression
· Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)
· Panic disorder
(Mental Health Foundation, 2016; Scheid et al., 2010, pp. 46-54). 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is another common form of mental disorder with 4% of people in the UK suffering from it (Mcmanus et al, 2016).
As stated by Felman (2020), suffering from a form of mental illness can have an adverse effect on a person’s day-to-day life, their relationships, as well as their physical health. However, Felman (2020) also states that a large number of people suffer from multiple mental health disorders at one time. Suffering from any form of illness, whether it be multiple or solely, is going to have a major effect on someone’s overall health. But if a person suffers from one or more mental illnesses, it has the potential to mean they are unable to make rational decisions (Bryant and Bryant, 2019, pp. 267), and can put them at risk of harm. Whilst there can be various reasons a person self-harms or commits suicide, approximately 90% of people that commit suicide suffer with, at least one, diagnosable mental illness (Conwell et al, 1996). This doesn’t mean that most or all people with mental health issues are going to harm themselves or take their own life, but this statistic does shows the dangers associated with suffering with mental health problems and why it’s crucial that those suffering get the help they need before it’s too late. But what causes a person to have adverse mental health?
There are various reasons for person to develop and suffer with mental illnesses. These can be:
· Brain chemistry and other biological factors
· Relationship breakdowns
· Loss of a loved one
· Social isolation
· Unemployment
· Being bullied
· Suffering abuse during childhood
· Exposure to trauma
· Stress
(U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2022; Brister, 2018; Mental Health Foundation, 2016, Mayo Clinic, 2019)
This list isn’t exhaustive but demonstrates just how many factors can contribute to developing adverse mental health. Police officers are exposed to these; some on a more regular basis than most people. Does this mean they are more likely to develop mental illnesses?
Are Police Officers more at risk from suffering with their mental health from operational or organisational stressors?
Frank, Lambert and Queshi (2017) state that policing is one of the most stressful occupations a person could decide to do. This corroborates what Sadock and Sadock (2010) say; that Police Officers are at a higher risk of committing suicide than most other occupations; and as stated previously, a significant amount of people who do take their own life have at least one diagnosable mental disorder.
One mental health disorder that police officers are more susceptible to experience is Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, as a result of the nature and number of distressing incidents they experience (Maguen et al, 2019). A staggering 69% of Police Officers that responded to the 2020 Police Federation Demand Capacity & Welfare Survey stated that within the last year, they had suffered adverse mental health problems as a result of their job (Elliott-Davies, 2021). This is compared to the 2018 survey, where 31.9% of officers took at least one day of sick in the previous year, as a result of experiencing stress, depression or anxiety (Elliott-Davies, 2018). 1 in 5 of the officers that said their work had a negative impact on their mental health put it down to the traumatic incidents they had attended (Elliott-Davies, 2021).
However, of the 69% of officers that stated their mental health has been adversely affected by work, 58% put it down to having too much of a workload, compared to the 20% that said that it was as a result of responding to traumatic incidents (Elliott-Davies, 2021). This statistic aligns with the HMICFRS (2020) report which highlights that English and Welsh police forces as a whole are struggling to manage the increased demand they are facing. One reason forces aren’t able to meet the demand they face is the number of officers they have available. In March 2018 police forces as a whole in England and Wales had 21,732 fewer officers than they had in 2010 (Schraer, 2019). The drop in police officer numbers is negatively affecting those still undertaking the role. This is shown in Elliott-Davies (2018), where it states that 89.8% of police officers highlighted that there aren’t enough officers to deal with the demand put on their team. It goes on to say that 83.2% of police officers feel that they aren’t able to perform their role sufficiently as a result of not having enough officers. As a result of having less officers, it’s fair to say that police officers are attending more calls than before, and therefore increasing the chances of experiencing a traumatic incident. The exposure to more distressing incidents combined with the organisational stressors they face will surge the likelihood of police officers suffering with mental illnesses.
A study undertaken within Police Scotland, found that despite the vast exposure to traumatic incidents they face, the main stressors felt by police officers are linked to factors within the organisation (Biggam et al, 1997). This is also reiterated in van der Velden et al (2013), where it states that over 20 years worth of research evidences that the stress levels of police officers is effected more by organisational factors than those they face operationally.
What are the operational stressors in which Police Officers are exposed to and how could these impact the mental health of officers?
Whilst mental illnesses are widespread throughout the world’s population; police officers are seen to be more at risk of developing mental health problems than other members of society, due to the number and variety of traumatic incidents they are exposed to (van der Velden et al, 2013), (Violanti, 2018). Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PSTD) is a significant and chronic psychiatric illness arising from the suffering of trauma (Prins et al, 2004). Exposure to traumatic events is a, if not the, leading cause of people suffering with PTSD (Shalev et al, 1996). The symptoms of PTSD can have a severe and long-term impact on the daily life of a person suffering from it (Cartwright and Roach, 2021). These symptoms include:
· Flashbacks, or reliving the incident. These flashbacks make the sufferer feel as though they are back in moment of the incident when it first occurred. The persons emotional and physical behaviour will present as it did during the initial traumatic event 
· Nightmares can also be another form of a person reliving the initial incident. If a person suffers from nightmares in relation to a traumatic event, they will likely reoccur
· A person can feel numb and not have control of their body
· Feeling tense and being hypervigilant 
· Insomnia 
· Panic attacks
· Crushing adverse emotions
· Not feeling safe
· A person with PTSD can be seen to have surges of anger and emotion
· A trauma sufferer may struggle to build and even maintain relationships with others
(PTSDUK, 2020); (DerSarkissian, 2017); (Anxiety & Depression Association of America, 2000)
With it being commonly known that police officers attend more traumatic incidents than most other occupations (van der Velden et al, 2013), they are more at risk from suffering from PTSD (Maguen et al, 2019). Within the general public, PTSD affects less than 5% of people (Knott, 2017), while almost 20% police officers in the UK have symptoms of the mental disorder (University of Cambridge, 2019). This is unsurprising when 95% of police officers have been exposed to traumatic incidents whilst doing their job (Shaw, 2019). 
Attending traumatic incidents such as fatal road traffic collisions (RTC), rapes, suicides, child deaths and even where they are a victim of violence themselves, can lead to police officers developing PTSD, as well as other mental health problems (van der Velden et al, 2013); (Westbrook, 2019). However, the investigation of crime can impact the mental health of those undertaking it, as much as the initial attendance (Foley and Massey, 2020). Those working closely with victims of traumatic incidents, are themselves at risk of poor mental health as a result (Adams, Boscarino and Figley, 2006); (Sabin-Farrell and Turpin, 2003). This is called “secondary trauma” (Figley, 1995), or “compassion fatigue” (Sabin-Farrell and Turpin, 2003). Whilst front-line response officers are usually the ones attending the initial traumatic incidents, other departments withing the police service, sometime take on the investigation, such as the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) (College of Policing, 2022). As well as attending incidents, part of the role of a CID officer is to support and liaise with victims and witnesses (Essex Police, 2022), sometimes of the most serious and traumatic events. Whilst part of the CID role is to support victims and witnesses, this isn’t exclusive to the department. Response PC’s will often speak with the aggrieved and those who observe traumatic incidents, for long periods whilst taking statements. Engaging with those that have been exposed to an episode of trauma, opens a police officer up to potentially feeling similar things to those they’re dealing with (Figley, 1995).

What are the organisational stressors in which Police Officers are exposed to and how could these impact the mental health of officers?
As well as regularly being exposed to extremely traumatic incidents that most other people are fortunate enough to never experience, being a police officer also entails other exposure to high levels of stress. This is exemplified with the number of officers taking time off work due to stress, at a 5 year high (Gutteridge, 2022). But what is stress?
Scheid et al. (2010, pp. 171-173) distinguish that stress is the result of a person’s exposure to stressors and their impact on the person. It also explains that the stress brought on by stressors can then develop into distress. 
Stressors can manifest from many different things in life, including within the workplace (Bhatti et al, 2010). Work is a crucial part of daily life for people who are in employment and with them spending 35% of the total hours they’re awake in work (Thompson, 2016); and Tennant (2001) says that work related issues are one of the most common causes of stress for a person, alongside that of home-life. As well as the extensively reported operational stressors that police officers are exposed to, there are also various organisational stressors which they face as a result of their role. 
As previously stated, a report by HMICFRS (2020) states that police forces throughout England and Wales are regularly finding it difficult to meet the growing demand that they’re facing. This increased demand is not only having an effect on the Police as an organisation, but the officers that work on the front line. With fewer officers than in previous years (Schraer, 2018), in addition to the increased demand, has inevitably meant that the workload of police officers has become unmanageable, resulting in increased stressed levels (Elliott-Davies, 2018); (Elliott-Davies, 2021); (Gutteridge, 2022).
The drastic cut in police officers since 2010, hasn’t only placed stress on officers by the increased workloads. As shown in fig. 1 below, all but two causes of their work related poor mental health, are linked directly to stressors within the organisation.
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Fig. 1 (Elliott-Davies, 2021)
According to fig. 1, the second highest cause of work-related mental illnesses for frontline police officers is having a poor balance between their work and home life. This can be linked to several other factors shown in fig. 1 which combined together would impact the work/life balance of officers. This includes working overtime. The hours of overtime worked have more than doubled in recent years (Paton, 2022), with officers declaring that over 50% of the reason they work overtime is down to the lack of officers on shifts (Elliott-Davies, 2018). Considering that Tennant (2001) says that the two most stressful aspects of a person’s life are their work and home life, by looking at fig.1 it’s clear as to why 69% of officers feel their mental health has deteriorated as a result of their occupation (Elliott-Davies, 2021).
Another added stressor for the modern-day police officer is the introduction of the Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PQEF). The PQEF programme is essentially a university degree programme for people joining the police (College of Policing, 2020). Since the introduction of this programme, it has been very heavily criticised for various reasons. As stated by the Chief Constable of Northamptonshire, Nick Adderley; since the introduction of the  PQEF curriculum, his force has experienced more officers suffering with mental health problems (Livadeas, 2021). Boke et al (2019) say that it is known that university students experience stress as a result of their studies. That combined with the stress experienced by fulfilling the role of full time police officers; it is hardly surprising that forces are finding more of their officers are suffering with their mental health since the introduction of the PQEF programme.
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