Introduction 
The mental health of police officers is an increasingly important issue in the United Kingdom, as it directly impacts their well-being, work performance, and overall effectiveness within a working day. This literature review aims to examine the relationship between mental health and policing, with a particular focus on how stress, trauma, and mental health disorders affect officers' psychological and physical health. This review will look at various studies and reports to review and highlight the key challenges and current strategies for supporting officers in managing mental health issues. Firstly, we should understand what mental health is and how it affects persons on a daily basis. Mental health includes out emotional, psychological, and social well being, it affects how we think, feel and act. It also helps determine how we handle stress, relate to others, and make choices. Mental health is important at every stage of life, from childhood and adolescence through adulthood (Mentalhealth.org, 2024)

Viewing different websites built for mental health we can see that the term ‘mental health’ is often used when talking about someone’s wellbeing and it can affect how a person thinks, feels or acts. This includes emotional, psychological and social wellbeing. Not only are there daily occurrences or exposures that can contribute to poor mental health and wellbeing, but there are also biological factors that we need to consider. Biological factors such as brain chemistry and genes, these can play a huge part in a person’s mental wellbeing. Along with factors such as a history of family members that have suffered with mental health.

The police service in the UK is one of the most demanding sections in public services. Police officers are regularly exposed to high-stress environments, traumatic incidents, and increasingly demanding workloads, all of which have a significant impact on their mental health (Niven & Rees, 2018). Research shows that police officers are more likely to experience mental health disorders, such as anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), compared to the general population (Pinder, 2019).

Many studies have been conducted on mental health in the world of policing and many have consistently shown that police officers experience higher rates of mental health issues than those who work in different professions. A report from the police federation England and Wales (2019) found that approximately 1 in 5 officers reported experiencing symptoms of PTSD, depression, and anxiety. This is significantly higher than the national average for the general population. 

There are many factors in UK policing that can heighten the risk of mental health issues. Police officers are consistently exposed to traumatic incidents, organizational stress and the nature of the job itself. This is shown in a report produced by Avon and Somerset Police Federation (2021) stating that most citizens will experience between three to four potentially traumatic events in their lifetime, whereas each police officer is likely to experience between 400 to 600 in their policing career. 

Trauma exposure is particularly problematic, with officers encountering violent crimes, deaths, and disturbing scenes (Van der Velden, 2020). Police officers that are exposed to trauma on a daily basis are also less likely to talk about it due to a stigma as it is known as ‘part of the job’. Fitch (2021) refers to this as a culture of silence.  

The effects of poor mental health on officers can cause deterioration both physically and psychologically. Stress, for example, can lead to physical medical conditions such as sleep deprivation, and other serious illnesses (Johnson, 2017). On the psychological side, stress and trauma can lead to burnout, anxiety and depression. These psychological issues can have a huge impact on performance as a police officer and can cause police officers to fail to preform in a high pressured situation.

Furthermore, officers suffering from any type of mental illness may can experience impaired decision making, reduced cognitive function, and a decline in their overall performance. The study by Pinder (2019) found that mental health issues among officers were linked to increased absenteeism, lower job satisfaction, and a higher likelihood of leaving a police force. An article released by Police Federation (2024) shows that between 2023 and 2024 14,509 police officers were signed off with poor mental health. This is 9% more than the previous year and a 130% increase since the survey was first launched eleven years ago.

A police officer serving with poor mental health can also affect their interactions with other colleagues and members of the public. Officers dealing with stress and anxiety may have difficulty communicating effectively and efficiently. This can lead to strained relationships with other team members and the public police officers serve on a daily basis. According to a report by the National Police Chiefs’ Council (2021), interpersonal issues and poor mental health can compromise team work, which is critical in policing operations.

A key factor that contributes to poor mental health amongst police officers is the organizational culture of policing. Police officers in the UK often face the traditional “tough” image that has led to a culture where having emotional vulnerabilities and mental health struggles are often stigmatised. This is mentioned by Gershon et al (2019) where this culture discourages help seeking as officers fear negative career consequences or being perceived as weak. This is an organisational and cultural stressor and needs to be addressed. 

Inherently, policing involves trauma exposure which is touched on above. Trauma is one of the main contributors to mental health problems. Officers are frequently exposed to life threatening situations, injuries, fatalities and crime which can result in PTSD (Kipke & Meyer. 2017). This is why it is important for police officers, after attending critical and traumatic incidents to receive support and debrief the incident with colleagues. Talking about incidents can have a huge impact on your mental health going forward. Another benefit is that it can help to normalise mental health issues (NHS Wales, 2020).

The demanding workloads that police officers carry each day and the irregular shift patterns that police officers are placed on contribute to mental health problems also. Police officers often work long hours under high pressure and high demand, this can lead to fatigue, stress and eventually a burnout. According to the Home Officer (2017), officers working extended shifts and under heavy workloads are at a significantly higher risk of developing mental health disorders. Whilst sleep deprivation can cause mental health issues, it can also exacerbate them. Irregular working hours, including night shifts and overtime, disrupt normal sleep patterns which can contribute to chronic fatigue and exacerbate mental health issues (PMAC, 2024). 

There are many consequences when it comes to mental health issues in policing and a few haven been discussed. One of these is officer safety and the effect mental health has on officer safety. Mental health issues not only affect officers, but it can compromise their safety. Officers who are experiencing stress, or mental health challenged may exhibit decreased situational awareness or impaired judgement, which could endanger themselves or other in potentially hazardous situations. Police officers are not equipped nor qualified to deal with mental health and this includes their own. This is show by the Right Care Right Person initiative that came into police forces in 2023, this is designed to ensure vulnerable people suffering medical or mental health emergencies get the correct services dispatched to them. Right Care Right Person aims to ensure vulnerable people get the right support from the right emergency services (College of Policing, 2023). This initiative shows that if police officers themselves are suffering, they need to turn to the correct services to support them.

Mental health problems within a police force can also impact the effectiveness of policing. Officers suffering from stress or psychological disorders may struggle with decision making, which can undermine their ability to manage public safety effectively. This could potentially reduce public confidence in the police and lead to failures in police forces duties. Police officers that struggle will ultimately take leave or have increased sick leave. This absenteeism not only reduces the available workforce but can also lead to increased pressure on other officers, resulting in higher levels of stress across the force (Violanti, 2000).

Research also shows that officers struggling from mental illness may be more prone to instability, leading to inappropriate behaviours, such as the excessive use of force, poor judgement in interactions or misconduct (Papazoglou & Andersen, 2014). A police officer being restricted would further cause the above pressure on other officers and further mental illness to the restricted officer.

Knowing all this information, we will review the in place mental health support that is currently offered to police officers who are struggling from mental illness. There are several initiatives that have been introduced to address mental health issues within the UK police forces. One of these being the Police Federation’s mental health support program, this offers confidential counselling, peer support, and access to mental health professionals (Police Federation, 2020). Additionally to this, some police forces across the UK have started to implement mental health assessments that are mandatory to all officers and well being initiatives to support struggling officers.

Some police forces have implemented training programs that are aimed at raising awareness of mental health issues and reducing stigma within the force. These programs often focus on early identification of mental health problems and equipping officers with tools to manage stress, and promoting a culture of openness between organisations (Wells T, 2017). On top of these implementations, some forces have added psychological first aid to their training to not only help the public, but to assist other police officers.

Police officers do often face significant barriers to improving mental health due to mental health issues not being reported. Despite growing recognition of mental health illnesses around the UK and specifically in police forces, many officers still hesitate to report mental health concerns due to stigma or fear (Mills P, 2019). It seems that addressing the stigma remains a significant challenge for many police forces.

When police officers do seek help, there are then the challenges of mental health services. These services are often limited and at capacity, waiting times and psychological support can be seem far away (Johnson, 2017). This leaves officers without care that they desperately need in a timely manner. 

In conclusion, mental health issues among UK police officers represent a significant concern for both the well-being of individual officers and the overall effectiveness of the police services. The nature of police work, combined with the organisational and cultural stressors within the policing profession places officers at higher risk of mental health issues. However, there are ongoing efforts from agencies and police forces to improve the support, reduce stigma and implement preventative measures. Police leaders, and mental health professionals must continue to work together to ensure that officers receive the care and support they need to maintain their mental and physical health. Whilst conducting this research, we have uncovered the theory that  police officers struggle to request mental health support due to stigma and fear that organisational progression will be affected due to the mental health struggles. This will require further research from police officers, retired officers and civilians looking to join a police organisation to ascertain what can be done to eliminate the stigma around mental health. 
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