Police Officers’ Mental Health and Wellbeing in South Wales Police: Addressing Occupational Stress

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This literature review will establish that occupational stress is a significant and long-standing problem within UK policing practice, damaging the performance of officers and the institution (Police Federation, 2021a; Health and Safety Executive, 2020; Mind, 2019b; Police Care UK, 2018; Met Police, 2019; Queiros, 2020). It places this dissertation in the context of the body of work by which it has been informed, exploring the theoretical and research issues apparent in the field. As this dissertation seeks to improve understanding and practice through primary research, this review engages with both primary and secondary sources, in order to assess the data resources currently available and to reveal gaps. The literature pertinent to this study includes traditional academic studies as well as government research and work undertaken by charitable organisations active in the field, often intersecting across these boundaries. 
Occupational Wellbeing and Stress in Literature
Reaching a definition
It is notable that emotional wellbeing has been traditionally less well defined in literature than physical health and wellbeing (Stewart-Brown, 1998), although in recent decades it has attracted more academic attention and understanding as being key to health, quality-of-life, productivity and performance (Purba and Demou, 2019; Burke and Pignata, 2020; Robertson and England, 2019). Thackrah (1831) first described the detrimental effects of work on individuals and through the industrial revolution there was a growing movement for employers to acknowledge the needs of employees, for mutual benefit (Wall, 2021). This focus was on physical health, however, and it wasn’t until the 1970s that the concept of emotional wellbeing in the workplace was established (Fingret, 2000). In more recent years there has been an increased recognition that in order to maintain fit and productive employees, mental wellbeing needs to be considered with the same importance as physical wellbeing (Wall, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk93868163][bookmark: _Hlk93868754]This change in academic focus over time is mirrored by an increase in charitable and governmental activity in the area seeking to better define and support wellbeing, especially in an occupational context (Police Federation, 2020a; Mind, 2019b; Home Office, 2020; Institute for Government, 2019). A key definition from the WHO states that wellbeing is “an individual's awareness of his or her qualities and ability to cope with normal stresses of life, work productively, and contribute to the community as well as the ability to manage both positive and negative emotions experienced” (World Health Organisation, 2018). Similarly, Kahneman and Deaton (2010) have defined it as the “emotional quality of an individual's everyday experience - the frequency and intensity of experiences of joy, stress, sadness, anger, and affection that make one's life pleasant or unpleasant”. In the context of occupational health, wellbeing is acknowledged as being key to an individual’s job satisfaction and performance, as well to their resilience when facing the demands of their role (Magnavita and Chirico, 2020; da Silva and Amaral, 2019; David et al., 2021). This consensus in understanding underpins the study of occupations like policing which are acknowledged to be high demand (Burke and Pignata, 2020; College of Policing, 2018; Nisar and Rasheed, 2019; De Neve, 2013). 

[bookmark: _Hlk93869133][bookmark: _Hlk93869246][bookmark: _Hlk93870564][bookmark: _Hlk93870745]The literature shows that defining occupational stress has been more challenging, due to its complexity; multiple approaches may be required to describe it (Babatunde, 2013). In particular, some theoretical research distinguishes between “positive stress” (sometimes called eustress) and “negative stress” (sometimes called “distress”), with definitions and terminologies varying (Kupriyanov and Dhzanov, 2019; O’Sullivan 2011; Le Fevre, Matheny and Colt, 2003).  However, The APA Dictionary of Psychology (2020) defines occupational stress as negative in nature: “a physiological and psychological response to events or conditions in the workplace that is detrimental to health and well-being”, following the widely held understanding of occupational stress as negative (unless specifically designated otherwise). Furthermore, this dissertation seeks to understand and mitigate negative occupational stress specifically, which definitions agree is “a harmful reaction that people have to undue pressures and demands placed on them at work” (HSE, 2020; c.f. Bamber, 2006; Ganster and Perrewe, 2011 ) and can also be defined as ‘an imbalance between the demands of environmental stressors within the workplace and one’s capacity and ability to overcome and achieve them” (Ongori and Agolla, 2008; c.f. Akanji, 2013). 

Causes and Effects of Occupational Stress
One of the key aims of this dissertation is to “identify the main negative stressors experienced by officers working for SWP and the ways these can affect standards of policing in relation to the individual officer, the institution and the public served”. It therefore engages closely with literature pertinent to the causes and effects of occupational stress.

The APA consider factors causing occupations stress to be various: “autonomy and independence, decision latitude, workload, level of responsibility, job security, physical environment and safety, the nature and pace of work, and relationships with coworkers and supervisors” (2020). The various nature of factors is borne out by literature on policing specifically which shows policing to be a high-demand environment, involving exposure to stressors such as long hours, shift work, trauma, heavy workload, and a rigid organisational structure (Burke and Pignata, 2020; College of Policing, 2018; Nisar and Rasheed, 2019; De Neve, 2013). There is very little disagreement regarding the high-stress nature of policing, notably a study by van der Velden et al., (2013) which contended that job related mental health problems are no more prevalent in police officers compared to other professions. 

Some researchers have divided stressors into “occupational”, for example exposure to dangerous, violent and traumatic situations and long hours and “organisational”, which relate more to organisational structure and processes (Evans and Coman, 1993; Burke, 2017; Acquadro Maran et al., 2015).  

The negative impacts of stress on officers can include increased morbidity and poor mental health, and can affect professionalism, public safety, and organisational effectiveness (including economic loss through sick days and attrition rates) (Purba and Demou, 2019; Violanti, 2017; Burke and Pignata, 2020; Robertson and England, 2019). Having synthesized the literature, it may be useful to divide the consequences of occupational stress in policing into three tiers: individual, organizational and public effects.

Individual effects
In recent years there has been an increasing amount of literature published on the impacts of occupational stress on police officers.

The damaging consequences of negative stressors on individuals is consistently highlighted in the literature, including mortality, physical and mental illness, behavioural issues and negative coping (Mohammad Mosadeghrad, 2014; Hall et al., 2010; De Neve et al., 2013; Purba and Demou, 2019; Foley and Massey, 2018). Research carried out by Mohammad Mosadeghrad (2014) aimed to identify the damaging effects of occupational stress on hospital employees’ wellbeing. His research acknowledged that occupational stress has been known to cause physical illness such as cardiovascular disease, headaches, musculoskeletal pain, fatigue and high blood pressure. Furthermore, he also highlighted the psychological impacts such as emotional exhaustion, anxiety, depression, sleep issues, reduction in concentration, mood disturbances and even suicidal ideation. His findings showed that among the major sources of stress at work were insufficient pay, job instability, heavy workloads, inequality, lack of recognition, lack of opportunity for promotion and lack of support from management teams.  De Neve et al., (2013) also reported similar findings in his discussion paper that on a physiological level, positive emotions can enhance immunity, cardiovascular health, and endocrine function. Whereas negative emotions disrupt and interfere with these processes. 

Organisational effects
[bookmark: _Hlk93871797]As an organisation’s performance is dependent on the performance of their employees, there are also often consequences for the organisation as well as the individual (Burke and Pignata, 2020; Sharbracq and Cooper, 2000). 

Public effects
[bookmark: _Hlk93871862][bookmark: _Hlk93872267][bookmark: _Hlk93872391]As police officers serve the public, it is a concerning fact is that negative occupational stressors that can affect individual or organisational performance can also affect the public (Mourtgos et al., 2020). Wider impacts on organizations and society are well-evidenced (Wall, 2021; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021; Burke and Pignata, 2020; Health and Safety Executive, 2020). Wider social impacts are considered particularly significant in policing and other public sector services (Burke, 2017; Rodwell et al., 2011; Police Federation 2021a; Romosiou et al., 2018). The optimization of performance and professional standards is key to the social contract and organizational function must be fit for purpose to protect both those who serve and those who use public services (Burke, 2017; Institute for Government, 2019; El-Galayini, 2017; Coffey et al., 2004; COP, 2017). This also supports public trust and confidence in the police (Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; COP, 2018). Economic consequences also affect the public, through the use of public funds. Studies in the field have continued to show how, for instance, UK officers on long-term sick leave for mental health reasons has increased steadily in recent years, creating an additional burden on the public purse (Home Office, 2021; Institute for Government, 2019; Police Treatment Centres, 2020, Oscar Kilo, 2020).

Measuring and Improving Police Officers’ Mental Health and Wellbeing
Intervention models
[bookmark: _Hlk93873014]Analysis of the literature demonstrates that methods of defining the nature of stressors can be helpful in leading to approaches for identifying interventions to mitigate against occupational stress in policing. Frameworks can rely on an identification of stressors as being intrinsic or extraneous to the key role of policing, which in turn may determine whether suitable interventions involve the mitigation and management of stress and its effects or the reduction of avoidable stressors themselves (Pottier et al., 2015). This insight is particularly significant because the nature of policing means that certain stressors are accepted as part of the job which would be considered unacceptable in other occupations, and so a specific approach may be needed. For instance, a recent survey found a trauma exposure rate of 90% (Police Care UK, 2018). It is clear that the demanding and public-service nature of the role makes occupational stresses more prevalent while also making it essential that police officers deal with these stresses in efficient and performance enhancing ways (Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; Burnett, Sheard and St-Clair-Thompson, 2019; Burke and Shakespeare-Finch, 2011).

[bookmark: _Hlk93873456]Models of intervention are of particular significance within the scope of this dissertation which seeks to “create a strategic and practical model for improved standards and performance in SWP through mitigation of negative occupational stressors and/or their impacts”. Possible interventions are various and the literature reflects this. Studies have also found it useful to divide intervention tools into the individual and organizational, i.e those which function at a role/task/job level and those which function at a policy/management/structure level (Murphy and Sauter, 2004; Hakik and Langlois, 2020 Civilotti, Di Fini and Maran, 2021; Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021).  Actions surveyed across the literature can also be divided into proactive interventions and reactive interventions.

Proactive interventions
Proactive interventions demonstrated in the literature are those which seek to prevent or reduce occupational stress (Hakik and Lanlois, 2020; Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; Burnett, Sheard and St-Clair-Thompson, 2019). In general, the literature considers these proactive interventions to be preferable in that they prevent the negative consequences of stress and can stop stress from becoming a bigger problem. However, they rely on accurate design and implementations to be effective and can rely on organisational culture and resourcing (Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021).

· Work design (Acquadro et al., 2015; Burnett, Sheard and St-Clair-Thompson, 2019), 
· Mentorship (Hesketh and Cooper, 2017; Hakik and Lanlois, 2020; Rodwell, Noblet and Allisey, 2011).
· Education (Volanti, 2017; Gyllensten and Palmer, 2005).
· Resilience and stress management (Holman, Johnson and O’Connor, 2018; Robertson et al., 2015; Gyllensten and Palmer, 2005; Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018); 
· Empathy training (College of Policing, 2017; Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; Robertson et al., 2015).

Reactive interventions
Reactive interventions are those which deal with the negative effects of stress. These often intersect with large-scale organisational measures (HMICFRS, 2018; Police Treatment Centres, 2020; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021). In general these are considered to be expensive measures as they often involve the removal of an affected individual from the workplace, whether permanently or temporarily (Home Office, 2021; Institute for Government, 2019). They may also be less desirable because they do not prevent negative effects on the individual, organisation or public.

· Methods of stress detection (Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; College of Policing, 2017) 
· Counselling (Civilotti, Di Fini and Maran, 2021; Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021),  
· Rehabilitation (El-Ghalayini, 2017; Foley and Massey, 2018; HMICFRS, 2018; Police Treatment Centres, 2020), 
· Leave or retirement for health reasons (Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021; Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019; Robertson and England, 2019).  

Non-interventional
Purba and Demou (2019) have argued that some research indicates that individual coping mechanisms become engrained in the personalities of police officers, enabling them to deal with stressful situations as a natural part of their job and can lead to an increased level of resilience compared to civilians. While this aspect of self-selection may be helpful, as a strategy it is controversial, and is especially open to argument around organisational culture, stigma and negative coping (Police Federation, 2020a; Health and Safety Executive, 2020; Met Police, 2019; Queiros, 2020).

Proactive interventions which combine individual- and organizational-level measures are evidenced as highly effective in preventing the evidenced harm and in raising police standards (De Neve et al., 2013; Leka et al., 2008). However, the literature shows that interventions within policing are usually reactive and deployed case-by-case once impacts of negative stress have become serious to individual health or personal/organizational performance (Police Federation, 2020b; Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; Foley and Massey, 2018). Literature highlights the challenges of embedded organizational change including size, structure, culture and resourcing; reports have called for “enhanced change management” (Lewis, Higgins and Muir, 2019, p. 4, c.f. Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; Justice Inspectorate; 2018; Lewis, Higgins and Miur, 2017; Police Care UK, 2019; Hakik and Langlois, 2020).



The Need for Further Research
This dissertation seeks to “critically evaluate the current practices in place to mitigate against negative stress and its impacts in SWP, making reference to comparable strategies elsewhere and assessing the effectiveness of the current practice”.
[bookmark: _Hlk93874444]Surveying the field has shown that while some attempts are being made to mitigate negative occupational stress and its effects in policing, there is a great deal of room for improvement. Annually, the Police Federation undertakes a Demand, Capacity and Welfare Survey (DC&WS) but, while this captures data on officer experience, it does not form a strategic or policy intervention framework (Police Federation, 2020a). Indeed, no specific police-wide strategy is available despite the body of evidence on this issue, although its formulation has been called for (Police Care UK, 2019; Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; HMICFRS, 2018). Regional strategy and policy is piecemeal; as yet this study has found no relevant guidance within SWP. The considerable research and practical support activity absorbed by the charitable sector (Mind, 2019b; Police Care UK; 2018; Police Treatment Centres, 2020) demonstrates real need and suggests a lack of appropriate police strategies to prevent and address occupational stress in the workplace. This literature presents a consensus that better organizational intervention and support is required in order to assist officers to cope with the demands of their role, especially proactive measures (Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; HMICFRS; 2018; Lewis, Higgins and Miur, 2017; Police Care UK, 2019).
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