4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings from a questionnaire designed to explore how exposure to traumatic incidents impacts UK police officers and operational staff, and how effective current coping strategies and organisational support systems are perceived to be. The questionnaire consisted of nine questions combining closed-ended Likert scale items and open-ended questions, allowing for both quantitative and qualitative insights.
A sample of 25 operational police personnel completed the questionnaire. Descriptive statistics are used to summarise quantitative responses, while thematic analysis is applied to qualitative data to identify recurring themes related to trauma exposure, coping and organisational support.

4.2 Participant Roles
Participants were asked to indicate their current operational role. The sample reflected a range of policing positions.
The majority of respondents identified as Constables (56%). Sergeants accounted for 16% of the sample while Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) also represented 16%. A smaller proportion of the sample identified as CID officers (8%), with Inspector or above and other operational roles accounting for the remaining respondents.
This distribution reflects the operational focus of the study and allows for insight into trauma exposure across frontline and supervisory roles.



4.3 Frequency of Exposure to Traumatic Incidents
Respondents were asked how frequently they are exposed to potentially traumatic incidents in their role.
Findings indicate that exposure to trauma is a regular feature of operational policing. 72% of respondents reported being exposed to traumatic incidents frequently or very frequently, while 24% reported occasional exposure. Only 4% reported rare exposure.
The results suggest that repeated and cumulative exposure to traumatic events is common within operational policing roles, reinforcing concerns raised in existing literature regarding chronic occupational stress and trauma.


4.4 Types of Traumatic Incidents Experienced 
Participants were able to select multiple types of incidents they have been exposed to in their service. 
The most frequent reported incidents were domestic abuse incidents (80%) followed by sudden or violent death (72%) and fatal or serious road traffic collisions (68%). Serious violence or threats to personal safety were reported by 64% of respondents.
Additionally, suicide or attempted suicide incidents were reported by 60%, while exposure to graphic or disturbing material was also reported by 56%. Child abuse or child death investigations and sexual offences were also commonly reported, highlighting the emotionally demanding nature of police work.
These findings illustrate the breadth and severity of traumatic exposure faced by operational staff.


4.5 Perceived Emotional Distress
Participants were asked how emotionally distressing they found these incidents overall.
A majority of respondents reported experiencing significant stress. 68% rated their experiences as moderately, very or extremely distressing, with 28% selecting very or extremely distressing. A smaller proportion reported incidents as slightly distressing or not distressing.
This suggests that while officers may develop coping mechanisms over time, exposure continues to have a notable emotional impact for many.



4.6 Coping Strategies Used Following Traumatic Incidents 
Respondents identified the coping strategies they use following traumatic incidents. Multiple selections were permitted.
The most commonly reported coping strategy was talking to colleagues (72%) indicating the importance of peer support within policing culture. Talking to family or friends (60%) and physical exercise (56%) were also frequently used.
Less adaptive strategies were also reported. Avoidance or emotional suppression was selected by 48% of respondents, while humour was reported by 44%. Alcohol use was selected by 32%, highlighting potential risk behaviors.
Only 28% of respondents reported using professional counselling or therapy, and 24% reported using mindfulness or relaxation techniques, suggesting limited engagement with formal or structured wellbeing interventions.


4.7 Perceived Effectiveness or Coping Strategies 
Participants were asked how effective they felt their coping strategies were overall.
Responses indicated mixed perceptions. 44% of respondents rated their coping strategies as moderately effective, while 24% rated them as very or extremely effective. However, 32% reported their coping strategies as not effective or only slightly effective.
This suggests that while many officers rely on informal coping mechanisms, these may not fully mitigate the impact of traumatic exposure.



4.8 Awareness of Mental Health and Wellbeing Support
Participants were asked how aware they were of available mental health and wellbeing support.
Awareness levels varied considerably. 44% of respondents reported being not at all or not so aware of available support. 32% reported being somewhat aware, while only 24% described themselves as very or extremely aware.
This indicated a potential communication gap between organisations and operations staff regarding available wellbeing resources.



4.9 Perceived Effectiveness of Support Systems
Respondents were asked to evaluate how effective they felt current support systems were in addressing trauma.
Over half of respondents (52%) rated organisational support as not at all effective or not so effective. 32% rated support as somewhat effective, while 16% perceived support systems as very or extremely effective.
These findings suggest dissatisfaction with current provision and possible barriers to accessing meaningful support.


4.10 Suggested Improvements to Support Systems
The final question invited respondents to suggest improvements to better support officers following traumatic incidents.
Thematic analysis identified several recurring themes:
1. Improved confidentiality, with respondents expressing concern about privacy when accessing force-based services. Concerns were raised that it may be used against them in any subsequent promotional or specialist unit movements.
1. Proactive rather than reactive support, including routine check-ins after traumatic incidents whether formal or informal
1. Greater supervisor training to recognise trauma-related symptoms
1. Reduced stigma surrounding mental health within policing culture
1. Increased availability of independent or external support services
One respondent commented:
“Support exists but it feels tick box. There needs to be a genuine follow up without fear of it affecting your career.”

4.11 Summary of Findings 
Overall, the findings indicate that UK policing officers and operational staff experience frequent and varied exposure to traumatic incidents, which are commonly perceived as emotionally distressing. While informal coping strategies, particularly peer support, are widely used, their effectiveness is varied. Awareness and perceived effectiveness of organisational support systems remain inconsistent, with stigma and confidentiality concerns emerging as key barriers.


How effective are your coping strategies overall?	Extremely effective	Very effective	Moderately effective	Slightly effective	Not effective	2	4	11	5	3	




How aware are you of available mental health and wellbeing support?	Extremely aware	Very aware	Somewhat aware	Not so aware	Not at all aware	3	3	8	6	5	




How effective do you feel current support systems are?	Extremely effective	Very effective	Somewhat effective	Not so effective	Not at all effective	1	3	8	9	4	




What is your current role?	Police Constable	Sergeant	PCSOs	CID/ Detective	Inspector or above	Other operational role	14	4	4	2	1	0	


How frequently are you exposed to potentially trauamtic incidents?	Very frequently	Frequently	Occasionally	Rarely	Never	8	10	6	1	0	




What types of traumatic incidents have you been exposed to?	Domestic abuse incidents	Sudden or violent death	Fatal/serious road traffic collisions	Serious violence/threats to safety	Suicide/attempted suicide	Graphic or disturbing material	Child abuse/ Child death	Sexual offences	20	18	17	16	15	14	12	10	




Overall, how emotionally distressing fo you find these incidents?	Extremely distressing	Very distressing	Moderately disressing	Slightly distressing	Not distressing	4	3	10	6	2	




Which coping strategies do you use?	Talking to colleagues	Talking to family/friends	Physical exercise	Avoidance/emotional suppression	Humour	Alcohol use	Professional counselling	Mindfulness/relaxation	18	15	14	12	11	8	7	6	



