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This essay will discuss what impact the challenges of operational policing can have on individual and group wellbeing, as well as explore why it is important to manage mental wellbeing in policing. The challenges of operational policing present various impacts on the wellbeing of operational police officers. Given the nature of the work, which involves exposure to traumatic events, high-stress situations, and the potential for violence, officers may experience a range of psychological and emotional challenges. Incidents responded to by police will include suicides, murders, child abuse, sexual assaults and rapes, domestic violence, and car accidents (Jetelina, K et al, 2020). Repeated exposure to these events can lead to detrimental consequences for their mental health, which in turn can go on to affect multiple areas of their lives. This essay will go on to underscore the significance of effective mental health management within police forces.

In a survey conducted in a police department in America, 12% of police officers reported having already been diagnosed with a mental health issue, whilst a further 26% of officers had met the criteria for having a mental health issue, although had not been previously diagnosed (Jetelina, K et al, 2020). Many officers stated that they had not been to seek help for their symptoms as they had become numb to situations they face at work, as well as having concerns around confidentiality when discussing their feelings, and about a healthcare professional not being able to understand what they experience as a police officer (Jetelina, K et al, 2020). From repeated exposure to traumatic incidents at work, becoming numb to how these are making officers feel is detrimental to officer wellbeing, as they will not be self-aware on if and when they should seek professional help. This will enable the issues to ruminate and develop and can lead to clinical mental health issues such as anxiety, depression and PTSD (Jetelina, K et al, 2020).

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a high-risk factor for police officers as a result of the repeated operational challenges they face at work. According to the NHS (2022), PTSD is a mental health issue which is caused by the exposure to frightening, distressing or stressful events, and can lead to insomnia, flashbacks and nightmares. PTSD can even develop years after the fact, and it is unknown why some may develop this and others who have experienced the same situations, do not (NHS, 2022). Combined data from multiple studies indicate that worldwide, approximately 14% of police officers meet the diagnostic threshold for PTSD (C Steel et al, 2021).
Complex PTSD presents itself the same as regular PTSD, however, with more disturbances in everyday life, including self-perception, and how people communicate with others. Miller, J (2022) describes complex PTSD as chronic and unprocessed trauma that negatively affects your emotion regulation, sense of self, and relationships. As previously discussed, the nature of work in operational policing means that officers are regularly exposed to traumatic and intense incidents, making officers highly susceptible to developing chronic PTSD, especially if help is not sought to try and process the feelings involved with these traumas. In a survey conducted amongst 16,000 police officers in the UK, around 13% met the threshold for having complex PTSD (C Steel et al, 2021). Multiple effects of the job contribute to this such as burnout and compassion fatigue, as well as consequential lifestyle factors of policing, like poor sleep quality and high alcohol intake. Studies have shown that 51% of UK police officers report having below average sleep, primarily as a result of the unsocial and long working hours (C Steel et al, 2021). Furthermore, 5% of UK police officers report that they increase their alcohol consumption following a traumatic event at work, which can also be detrimental to sleep quality (C Steel et al, 2021). This article demonstrates how the short-term effects of operational policing, after a period of time and repeated exposure, can lead to long term mental health issues and diagnoses such as PTSD and complex PTSD.

As well as the stresses that police officers face operationally, there are also organisational factors to consider. Issues within a workplace which stem from the organisation can occur in any workplace but can be amplified in policing due to the nature of the job, which comes with factors and expectations that may not be present in normal civilian jobs, including the existence of ranks, and having rest days cancelled frequently, whether this is to be used as a number as resources are low, or to attend court. Further organisational challenges include high demand, low resources, lack of support, long working hours, and pressure (Purba, A. Demou, E, 2019). These organisational stressors may have more of an effect on a police officer than situational stressors, such as challenging incidents, because they may be viewed as unnecessary, oppressive, and out of their control (Purba, A. Demou, E, 2019). In a study conducted by Amrit Purba and Evangelia Demou (2019), it was found that organisational stressors in policing contribute significantly to police officers experiencing anxiety, stress, depression, depersonalisation, burnout, psychological stress and suicide ideation.
A study that backs this up, is one conducted by Wolter, C et al (2018) on German police officers. It showed that poor resources had a direct effect on emotional exhaustion, so in the same way, good resources protect the wellbeing of police officers. The study suggests that reducing job demands and increasing job resources is crucial for promoting the wellbeing of police officers (Wolter, C et al, 2018).

At a group level, the challenges of policing can lead to a fraught workplace culture characterised by isolation and competition, further complicating mental health dynamics. Officers often work in small, tight-knit stations, where the reliance on colleagues for emotional support is vital. However, a culture that discourages vulnerability can exacerbate feelings of isolation. Research has shown that a lack of camaraderie can result in decreased job satisfaction, higher sickness rates, and lower morale among officers. If departments do not actively promote a supportive atmosphere, the consequences can manifest in poor communication, decreased collaboration during high-pressure scenarios, and an overall deterioration of group wellbeing. Police culture can place an emphasis on the importance of masking emotions and masculinity, which can make officers feel expected to suppress their emotions and be tough. Not conforming to this may be viewed as weak, and officers may be afraid that this can affect their career and progression. This culture, bravado and stigma is just one of the reasons why many police officers do not seek help for their mental health and can develop issues with anxiety and self-esteem (Demou, E. 2020).

The mental health charity Mind have highlighted why it is so important for police officers to manage their mental wellbeing. In 2015, 40% of police officers agreed that they were less patient with members of the public due to their own mental health struggles (Mind, 2019). Compassion fatigue showed to be extremely common amongst members of the emergency services. Mind also concluded that higher staff wellbeing results in lower sickness absence, meaning higher levels of officers are available to support the public. Furthermore, there is a correlation between effective management practices on high levels of job satisfaction, as well as public satisfaction (Mind, 2019).

Furthermore, officers who are of optimal mental health are generally better equipped to handle conflicts, make sound judgments, and exhibit de-escalation tactics during confrontations. This improves the overall public relationship with police, fostering community trust, and reducing the prevalence of aggressive encounters. The positive ripple effects on community relations can transform policing from a reactive force into a proactive community partner which, in turn, contributes to public safety (Mind, 2019).

The individual wellbeing of police officers is closely interrelated with their mental health. When officers are unable to cope with the effects of stress, it is not just in work and with members of the public they will exhibit this stress on. Officers may resort to unhealthy coping mechanisms in their personal lives, such as substance abuse or aggressive behaviour, leading to a cycle of deterioration that clearly affects both personal lives and their duties as law enforcement professionals. For instance, Anderson et al. (2020) found significant correlations between high-stress levels and increased incidents of domestic violence among police officers. Such conditions not only jeopardise the individual’s health but can have rippling effects on their families, contributing to a toxic home environment that compounds mental health issues. Police Now (2020) consolidates these findings, and highlights why it is crucial to support mental wellbeing as a police officer. They found that when stress and burnout from work accumulates, it does not just have a negative effect on performance at work, but on home and personal life also (Police Now, 2020). Having officers such as this in a small work environment can potentially influence other team members into thinking that this is acceptable, and combined with the macho culture, which is often evident in policing, may lead other officers to behave much the same.

As already previously touched upon, managing wellbeing is crucial for managing sickness absences. In a study conducted by Cartwright, A, et al (2020), absences in police officers due to ill mental health, stress and trauma has almost doubled in the past 10 years. The same study also found that 39% of officers who take a leave of sick for these reasons, will go on to take further absences from work (Cartwright, A, 2020). If mental ill health is not addressed, poor mental wellbeing can ruminate, resulting in not just periods of sick, but leaving the police force all together. Police Now (2020) found that wellbeing is directly linked to the likelihood of recruits staying in the job. The same study also found that “organisational stressors are just as, if not more, influential than occupational stressors on officer mental health and wellbeing” (Police Now, 2020, p9). This reinforces previous studies mentioned, regarding stressors and factors within the organisation are damaging wellbeing amongst individual police officers, thus affecting them as a team also.

Research and evidence has found many useful tactics to combat poor mental wellbeing such as streamlined training for supervisors to help support psychological wellbeing. An already proven way to combat stress and boost mental wellbeing is through physical activity, therefore physical activity could be implemented to encourage a preventative approach stress (Oliver, H et al. 2023). 

In conclusion, the challenges of operational policing profoundly impact the mental wellbeing of individuals and groups, resulting in significant implications for both the police force and the communities they serve. By recognising the mental health challenges inherent in this profession, police departments have a responsibility to implement robust support systems and organisational changes. Prioritising mental wellbeing is not merely about individual care; it is a critical strategy that fosters a healthy workplace culture and strengthens the fabric of community policing. Only through effective management of mental health challenges can law enforcement agencies ensure their officers remain capable and resilient in fulfilling their demanding roles.
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Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? You should consider why certain groups are reluctant to engage with police, and the ways engagement can be achieved. 

This essay will discuss why a partnership approach is the most effective way to reach groups and communities who are less willing to engage with police. It will also explore why certain groups are reluctant to engage with police, and how engagement can be achieved. The history of police and different groups of society is a turbulent, and still a sensitive one. Throughout the years, policing has changed massively and progressively, but there is still work yet to be done. Reluctance to engage with police often stems from historical mistrust, societal marginalisation and negative past experiences with the police. To understand the importance and efficacy of a partnership approach in fostering engagement, it is vital to understand the reasons behind the hesitance to cooperate with police, and to explore practical methods through which the police can create meaningful connections with these communities.

A partnership approach is key for the benefit of police and communities, as working in collaboration with one another allows for shared ideas, experiences, and knowledge, which leads to better communication, empathy and understanding for both parties (Bridge Support, no date). The process of engagement and a partnership approach in policing can range from providing reassurance, delivering information, to empowering a community to allow them to identify and implement their own solution for local, community issues. All involved, the community and the police, must willingly and actively want to participate (Lister, L, no date).

Implementing a partnership approach entails relationships built on mutual respect, collaboration, and open communication. Such an approach invites community members to participate actively in crime prevention and police work, presenting law enforcement as allies rather than adversaries. One effective strategy police forces use with an aim to foster relationships between communities and the police are through police community support officers (PCSOs). In South Wales Police, the focus of the PCSO role is to communicate, problem-solve and empower communities to be confident, resilient, and feel safe (Michael, A. et al, 2021). Community policing emphasises the importance of officers establishing relationships through regular engagement with community members in their neighbourhoods. By interacting informally through community events, youth programs, and public forums, police officers can humanise their roles and begin to dismantle barriers to engagement (Hague, 2015).

In the past, certain communities have faced systemic issues that contribute to their reluctance to engage with police. For marginalised groups, especially within racial or ethnic minorities, memories of oppression and discrimination can lead to a deep-seated mistrust of law enforcement. Studies have shown that when policing practices disproportionately target minority populations, animosity develops between the community members and the police. Factors such as racial profiling, police brutality, and the criminalisation of poverty exacerbate feelings of resentment and suspicion toward law enforcement. Consequently, engagement becomes challenging, as the first instinct of such communities may be to avoid police interaction altogether.
In a survey conducted by the UK government in March 2023, it was found that people from black Caribbean and mixed white and black Caribbean groups had a confidence rate in local police of 49%, with black 'other' standing at 48% - both considerably lower than the overall average of 68% (Office for National Statistics, 2024).

Historically and today, there is a large distrust amongst the black community when it comes to the police. Many black people in America have died at the hands of police officers, with a recent notable example being that of George Floyd in 2020. This sparked worldwide outrage and fuelled the movement of Black Lives Matter (Waldron, I, 2021). The criminalisation of Black people by police stems from deep rooted myths such as Black people are aggressive, violent, and deviant. These myths particularly affect Black men, and can be used to wrongly inform police officers, courts, and other law enforcement agencies, which lead to disproportionate rates of Black people being put in prison (Waldron, I, 2020). The Black community have been left traumatised by the events and results of police violence against Black people, and cohesive changes must be made across the board, including in policing, health care, education, employment, and the media (Waldron, I, 2020).
In the UK, figures from the Home Office highlight that there is an inequality in relation to black individuals being stop searched. In 2023 there were 529,474 stop searches conducted. In this, there were 5.9 stop searches for every 1000 white people, in comparison to 24.5 stop searches for every 1000 black people (Home Office, 2024).

Since the emergence of the facts and figures relating to inequalities in the treatment of black people by police in the UK, the Police Race Action Plan has been developed and implemented. The aim of this is to address the racial disparities that occur in policing, and to gain the trust and engagement of the black community. According to the Police Race Action Plan, ‘black people are seven times more likely to be stopped and searched than White people and five times more likely to be subjected to the use of force’ (Police Race Action Plan, 2022, p8). The outcomes that the Plan are aiming to achieve are for Black people to not feel under protected and over policed, and to feel involved and represented. The Plan highlights many practical ways in which they hope to achieve this, such as having zero tolerance to racism, building a representative workforce, educating officers on the history of policing Black people and the trauma the community has felt from this, improving the support provided to Black victims, increasing the involvement of Black communities in policing work, and either explaining or reforming racial disparities in policing (Police Race Action Plan, 2022). 

Another community which can be reluctant to engage with police are the Muslim community. The Muslim community experience high levels of victimisation but are much less likely to call the police, due to being highly suspicious of police and distrusting. Major incidents such as 9/11 have exacerbated the poor treatment of Muslims and Islamophobia in the UK and worldwide, and police must be cautious in neither over nor under policing these communities (Bullock, K et al, 2018).
One of the ways in which collaboration and partnership can be facilitated is by educating police officers on key issues which are concerning Muslim communities. This can begin to be done in initial police training, although, the greatest learning will come from a long, active service of policing and being involved in these communities, and self-education (Bullock, K et al, 2018). Police officers need to show an active interest in the Muslim community and their experiences, and treat them with empathy, sensitivity, and respect. Engagement with the Muslim community is much more likely to be successful if the police are providing a good service to the community, as they should endeavour to do for all communities, regardless of faith, background or beliefs. Achieving and maintaining the cohesion of the Muslim community and the police is vital for Muslims believing that when they phone the police, they will be positively responded to (Bullock, K et al, 2018).
Another way engagement can be developed with the Muslim community is through the recruitment of Muslim police officers. This cannot just improve the understanding of the Muslim faith for other colleagues but will allow the Muslim community to feel represented and in turn may be more likely to open up and engage with the police (Bullock, K et al, 2018).

Moreover, the LGBT community and the police have a fractured history, with sexuality itself being policed in the not-so-distant past. In a survey conducted by Pickles, J (2019), individuals stated that the police were typically negatively perceived by LGBT people, mainly due to the historic persecution and treatment of the LGBT community. It was stated by participants that this perception perpetuates numerous barriers to justice for the LGBT community (Pickles, 2019). In the same survey, it was discovered that although 71% of participants had been a victim of a hate crime or incident, only 4% of them had reported it to the police (Pickles, 2019). This is an extremely alarming disparity, and one that must be actively worked on by police to gain the trust of the LGBT community, encourage all victims of crime to report their experience, and reassure the community that their incident will be taken seriously.
One of the ways in which policing is actively trying to engage with LGBT communities is with the introduction of specialist roles in the form of LGBT liaison officers. LGBT liaison officers are police officers who liase and engage with local communities in their patch and specialise in LGBT issues. The LGBT liaison officers do so on a voluntary basis. The aim of LGBT liaison officers is to build trust and close divides between the police and LGBT people, in a bid to overcome the barriers which exist between the LGBT community and the police. By getting to know LGBT individuals personally, officers can educate themselves on the correct use of language, such as personal pronouns and gender identity markers, to eliminate misgendering individuals (Pickles, 2019).

Furthermore, the travelling community and the police have a tarnished relationship, consisting of poor communication and mutual mistrust. A long history of police prioritising enforcement over engagement in the travelling community, and a mistrust of the police which has been passed down in the travelling community for generations is an active barrier between the police and these communities, which can lead to travelling communities not being policed with consent (The Traveller Movement, 2018). One step that police can take to encourage engagement with the travelling community is to prioritise preventative policing. In the UK, a targeted strategy for improving relations with travelling communities exists in only two forces, and both of these forces are in Wales (The Traveller Movement, 2018). Before police begin to build and develop on the relationship with the travelling community, they must acknowledge and openly address any historical and current prejudice and ill treatment, which is still having an effect on the relationship between the two. Although, according to The Traveller Movement (2018), half of the travelling community and three quarters of police officers state that relations between the police and community are improving, although there is still a long way to go.

In conclusion, a partnership approach constitutes the most effective strategy to reach and engage communities reluctant to interact with police. It is clear that in certain communities, there is a perception of police as enforcers rather than as protectors, which significantly hampers community-police relationships. In areas where residents view police officers primarily as agents of punishment, community members become hesitant to seek assistance. Many individuals may feel powerless in the presence of police officers, which leads to silence rather than dialogue. Hence, this backdrop of mistrust and fear necessitates a partnership-driven approach to bridge the gap between communities and law enforcement.
By addressing historical mistrust and creating collaborative frameworks, police can foster environments conducive to dialogue and cooperation. Through community policing, involvement of local leaders, training in cultural competence, transparency, and addressing underlying social issues, police can transform their reputation from enforcers to community partners. This shift not only enhances public safety but also builds a foundation of trust necessary for effective policing.
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