Literature Review
Policing and the shift patterns officers work are an integral part of modern society. These shifts ensure that there are police officers readily available for emergency calls both day and night. There are different shift patterns that different departments and police forces abide by and teams occupy varying patterns; namely working alternating hours each day. Consequently, the effects of shift work, the demand of the role and the irregularity of the shift patterns can have impact on the officer’s lifestyle and wellbeing. Shift patterns, which include officers to be working throughout the night, and the constant changing shift times disrupts circadian rhythms, sleep quality, and contributes towards the development of physical and mental health issues. Working at night is associated with several physical health risks, such as higher risks of cardiovascular disease due to disturbed circadian rhythms, as well as an impaired melatonin secretion which may potentially result in an increased risk of cancer (Rohwer et al., 2022). As police officers already manage highly stressful situations and incidents, the impact of shift patterns can negatively impact their life outside of their occupation; namely affecting their personal relationships and mental health. Alternating shift patterns and hours are associated with increased risk of sleep disruption, altered mood and poor development and maintenance of family and social relationships (Brown et al., 2020). 
This literature review is going to explore the current and existing research that is readily available surrounding the chosen topic of the impact that working shifts has on police officers’ lifestyle and wellbeing. The main topics that have been discussed regarding this topic are the impact of shift work on sleep quality and fatigue, burnout, anxiety and PTSD as well as relationships, diet and nutrition, to include eating habits, and physical activities. This review aims to provide a thorough understanding of this topic and identify areas that need further research and analysis to allow increased and improved understanding of the full extent that shift patterns have on the police workforce. The aim of identifying gaps in research is to aid police officers with their careers and ultimately assist officers in enhancing their overall lifestyle and wellbeing whilst occupying a shift pattern.
Allen et al. (2022) state that police officers are at a great risk from developing health issues. Allen outlines that this is predominantly due to officers abiding by shift work which causes a circadian misalignment. Additionally, food consumption and diet play an important role within the management of the circadian system. Allen et al. conducted a study which investigates the barriers and the impact of shift work on the diet and eating habits of police officers within the United Kingdom. From the one hundred and twenty-seven serving police officers in their study, it was reported that shift work had affected the frequency and eating times, with 49% of officers in the study stipulating that they opted for convenience food as a more influential choice while on shift with less nutritional value. The Home Office released figures which portrayed in March 2025 there were 147,746 serving police officers in England and Wales. From the research that Allen et al. conducted of one hundred and twenty-seven serving officers, the data recovered from the research is based on a very small population of serving police officers and difficult to show a true representation of the research to the wider workforce. To improve the representative value of the study, a larger group of serving police officers from neighbouring forces would have provided a more accurate and well-rounded result.
Johnson (2021) explains that the circadian rhythm is the cycle, or natural body clock, in which the body experiences across a full day. This rhythm is what controls or changes physical and mental aspects of the individual, which also includes the bodies sleep and wake patterns. Johnson continues to state that having an unhealthy sleeping pattern can disrupt the circadian rhythm, and such disruptions include having no set sleep time as well as eating and drinking late at night. This portrays that shift work has an effect on the natural body clock and allows for deranged eating habits which include the supressed appetite as well as opting for convenience food which usually lacks in nutritional value or providing the optimal energy required to work a full shift.
Similarly to Johnson (2021), Gibson and Fitzhugh (2024) state that their ‘Eating on the Night Shift’ study is to gain an understanding of how night shift workers within the United Kingdom view nutritional health and wellbeing as well as the barriers shift workers face. Gibson and Fitzhugh concluded that night work has consequences on health and wellbeing, furthermore, eating at night meant a less healthy diet choice due to planning and eating patterns. Gibson and Fitzhugh also concluded that working at night had a negative effect on physical activity, sleep and social life of those that were interviewed in their study. This study shows that shift workers often turn to convenience during night shifts resulting in poor food choices being consumed rather than healthier, more nutritional foods. The ‘convenience food’ in their study is fast food with poor nutritional value which has a knock-on effect to the lifestyle and wellbeing of a police officer.
The results of these studies portray that Gibson and Fitzhugh’s findings match that of Allen and Johnson. These studies investigating the impact shift work has on nutrition, and then the overall effect on wellbeing and health due to this, relay that working a shift pattern has a negative effect on the worker’s diet and nutrition habits as well as eating times influencing the human body’s natural cycle of day and night resulting in potential negative health impacts.
Police officers who are on a rotating shift pattern are unable to maintain a stable sleep and rest routine causing the disruption to the body’s natural rhythm, making it difficult to benefit from restorative sleep. Without regular and optimal sleep, the bodies dysfunctional rhythm can cause an increased risk of fatigue, mental health issues which include depression and anxiety as well as burn out (Qiongfang et al., 2025). Furthermore, poor sleep patterns can also have effect on physical health such as a weaker immune system (Garbarino et al., 2021).
Ackers (2024) explains how night shifts can have a detrimental impact on an individual’s health can have which can lead to sleep deprivation and insomnia. Ackers suggests that being able to recognise these impacts early enough to change habits and rectify the changes to promote a healthier lifestyle can have a beneficial impact on their overall health and wellbeing. Ackers continues to explain that eating healthier food options helps with sleep hygiene. This portrays that sleep hygiene is also very important to police officers undertaking shift work to reduce physical health complications as well as leading a healthier lifestyle by choosing healthier foods rather than eating fast food or junk food is also linked to reduce the impacts that shift work has on an individual. From the literature that is currently available, it shows that there is a lot of research where shift work, especially working through the night, has an impact on a person’s natural circadian rhythm. Ultimately, this results in a negative impact on sleep health and hygiene, resulting in sleep deprivations and even insomnia which negatively affects the officer’s health and wellbeing.
The demanding role that police officers have to fulfil, such as demanding and often complex incidents, being exposed to traumatic events and the challenging and rotating shift patterns, which often are extended and or cancelled rest days, have an impact on the officer’s lifestyle, wellbeing and health. These events can lead to the development of mental health issues and officers often are faced with anxiety and depression, burnout and post-traumatic stress disorder.
Porter and Gavin (2024) conducted research into examining mental health and policing; being built upon the premises that mental health in UK policing was problematic and consequently serving members of the police force would be open to discussing this topic. Their results show that the participants rated their mental health more positively before joining the police force, and that due to the regular exposure to high stress situations and traumatic events the participants mental health had declined. Potter and Gavin continue by explaining that based on the conclusions of their study, mental health was able to be linked to organisational stress. This being at the centre of the impact that was affecting police officers with different areas more specifically linked to organisational stress. Workload, time pressure and the police being under resourced links to shifts being extended without notice, with shift patterns also being linked to organisational stress. From the result, one female Police Constable with 2 years service had stated “the shift pattern affects my ability to sleep which in turn affects my mental health. You are expected to attend incident after incident with no consideration to how these may have affected the police officer.” This statement from the officer provides insight into the demand of the police officer and how going from one incident to another without time to debrief builds up in the officers. These incidents often involve traumatic events. This constant pressure on officers can lead to burnout, which has an impact on sleep health which leads to mental health issues. These issues link together and often causes officers to have periods of sickness which in turn puts more pressure on the remaining team members.
The College of Policing (2018) explains how officers that work on response have next to zero control over what events are going to happen during the shift. The high demand and often angry and upset members of public that police officers are faced with results in officers having to build their own resilience to this. The College of Policing continues by stating that response officers can be faced with traumatic exposure which can lead to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). From a report in 2017 published by the College of Policing, a workforce had a reported 2,358 full time officers on long term sickness. Historically long-term sickness was linked to musculoskeletal injuries however more recently these sicknesses are due to mental health conditions. In a report published by the College of Policing in 2023, the college states that shift working arrangements can result in unhappy staff, poor work output, fatigue and ill physical and mental health; ultimately impacting sickness within the force. 
Porter and Gavin’s results from their research supports the information and reports published by the College of Policing, whereby the overall conclusion of the information provided by the candidates that took part in the survey in Porter and Gavin’s study is that the decline of mental health of officers is worsening due to the operational demand whilst on shift. This is having a negative impact on officers’ mental health and wellbeing and a knock-on effect to other colleagues having to pick up the extra work and consequently increasing their workload and pressure, resulting in potential poor mental health outcomes. This portrays that due to the nature of the shift work that officers do, and mixed with the type of incidents that police officers are dealing with effect their health and wellbeing causing mental health issues which is causing more officers to be off work with sickness, leading to officers who remain in work having to deal with more pressure from organisational stress whilst completing shifts.
Furthermore, in a survey published by University of Cambridge (2019) a reported 12,248 serving police officers show that working conditions, shift patterns and situations that police officers are dealing with on a regular basis have the strongest connection to more complex PTSD. From their study and outcomes, the University of Cambridge suggests that the overall rate of PTSD in police officers is five times greater than those not in the police. This is showing that PTSD is becoming more of an issue within the police forces across the UK with a magnitude of factors contributing towards this rising figure, however shift patterns being a prominent impact. 
Due to the University of Cambridge’s research including a large number of participants which covered across the United Kingdom, this provides a better understanding of how mental health plays a significant part in policing in this generation of policing across the country. From the research that has already been conducted there are some surveys which have received a low uptake of volunteers within the police workforce, which proves difficult to understand true patterns and behaviours and to be fully representative. My aim is to send a survey to all sectors within the police force that undertake shift patterns and duties to engage with participants that are suitable for the specific research in order to ensure that the findings show a wide range of departments, lengths of service and ranks so that the review provides a more reliable, well-rounded understanding of the impacts of shift work on police officer’s health and wellbeing.
A further impact on police officer’s wellbeing is that of the impact of shift work on their personal and family relationships. Families must deal with the constant worry about whether the officer will return home safe, the possibility of the officer not being home on time and the uncertainty of their safety whilst on shift (Spicer, 2015). Unfortunately, if a police officer’s stresses and anxieties are not managed within the workplace and workforce, the police officers are more likely to carry work-related stress and behaviours into the home resulting in experiencing difficulties in their family relationships (Karaffa et al., 2014). According to Viegas et al. (2023) several factors contribute towards the potential difficulties of police officers’ relationships; these include their work shift, extended hours of work, shared commitment between work and family responsibilities, and cancelled leave. Police officers are likely to bring their work-related tension and behaviours home with them and therefore the people closest to them are likely to suffer because of this unmanaged stress. There are very few empirical studies that focus on the effect of police work on the officer’s spouse and further family, and ultimately the maintenance of their relationships due to the impact of shift work. Upon attempting to find research, I have been unable to find appropriate and relevant research regarding this topic; based in the United Kingdom and within the last five years. This suggests there is a large gap of research regarding this topic which would be crucial to investigate the impact this has on not only the officer themselves, but the other individuals and family this is impacting.
The research that is currently available portrays how the impact of shift work negatively impacts a police officer’s sleeping pattern and the effects on the circadian system. The researchers also remain in agreement with similarities in their findings, which provide negative results and feedback. Whilst there is some research linking shift work to dietary complications, there is very little research between the relation of eating times and when and what is best to eat during shift work. Whilst my research is to be based around the impact of shift work on a police officer’s lifestyle and wellbeing, I am greatly interested in the diet and nutritional lifestyle, especially times to consume food during the night shifts as well as the best options of food to be able to provide energy whilst working at night but also relate it to the slower rate of the metabolism. Furthermore, it is evident from attempting to find appropriate research regarding the impact of shift work of the police workforce on their personal relationships that there is nil available evidence based in the United Kingdom in the last five years; therefore, unable to be applicable to the United Kingdom police workforce. The effect of declining relationships would then link back to the decline of mental health of police officers, consequently this would be crucial to research to clarify the overall impact this would have on the police workforce.
To summarise, the research shows that there is a definite negative impact from working shift patterns as a police officer. The gaps in research have been identified as detailed nutritional impact and the impact of shift work on the officer’s relationships and family-life. Consequently, I have identified these areas to target my research on, as well as linking it with research already published with the aim to have more participants take part and to ensure it is representative of the police force in the United Kingdom. 
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